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ABSTRACT
Martino, Miranda Kristine. Entre dos mundos: Understanding the experiences of Latinx
adolescent language brokers. Published Doctor of Philosophy Dissertation, University of
Northern Colorado, 2022
Every day, across the United States, there are families who rely on their children to
perform the essential task of facilitating communication between themselves and others who do
not share their language; this process is referred to as language brokering. Eleven participants
who identified as Latinx child language brokers were interviewed. The purpose of this study was
to explore the stories of these youth to better understand how they came to be language brokers
in their families, their perspectives on their roles within their families and their culture, and the
perceived positives and challenges of this practice. From these lived experiences described in the
in-depth interviews, five themes emerged including: giving back to family, perceived judgment
by others, learning my culture, school response, and self-efficiency. Participants provided
context and recommendations for mental health providers within the school and clinic settings
relating to interactions that would be supportive to adolescents who interpret for their families.
Further implications and future research are also discussed.

Keywords: Language Brokering, Latinx, intersectionality, systems
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In the United States, individuals and families continue to immigrate from Mexico as well
as Central and South America, despite the increased difficulty and systematic barriers (Yates,
2022). As these individuals settle into their new homes, they are faced with various challenges
navigating community resources such as enrolling their children in school, accessing medical
care, and completing the routine tasks that allow them to function in society (e.g., completing a
change of address form at the post office, registering their car with the Department of Motor
Vehicles). When recent immigrants do not share the language of their new country, it is very
difficult for them to access and utilize these community resources or agencies. Language
brokering offers one way for families to communicate with personnel at these agencies. The
language broker is often a child or adolescent in the family who has had more exposure to the
English language, often by attending school and interacting with peers in the United States
(Suarez-Orozco, & Suarez-Orozco, 2001).
The tradition of language brokering has become a contested practice when the “broker” is
a child in the family. Some of the concerns raised are that language brokering adds undue burden
and stress to a child’s life (Tuttle & Johnson, 2018; Weisskirch, 2007). Others have proposed
that language brokering could alter familial relationships in negative ways, potentially blurring
responsibilities and boundaries (Morales & Wang, 2018). Language brokering among children
may have positive effects such as helping Latinx children and adolescents to experience an
increased connection to their family, culture, and language (Weisskirch, 2013). This act of
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interpreting for their family may also positively influence their attitude towards school, family
relations and conflict resolution, as well as their own self-concept (Schulz & Rubel, 2011). This
positive influence could develop from the deeper connections made to family members and their
cultural values which occurs when language brokering. In turn, these values become a part of the
youth’s identity and motivation for success. Given the mixed findings on the potential negative
and positive aspects of child language brokering, there is much more to be uncovered about the
unique experiences of these youth and how they view this responsibility (Villanueva & Buriel,
2010).
Significance of the Problem
There are many different layers of relationships that exist within the language brokering
context including between the child and parent, the child and agency, and the parent and agency.
Within the family unit, youth who language broker for their parents may wonder how they are
viewed because of their dual roles (Weisskirch, 2013). For example, due to their greater level of
responsibility, youth may be treated differently by their parents as compared to the other children
in the home. This disconnect between the roles of being a child and that of language broker may
be especially salient in high-stakes locations in the community, such as the bank or medical
settings. Parents may also change their parenting style with the child language broker, seeing this
act as an extension of their parent-child relationship (Weisskirch, 2013; Wu & Kim, 2009).
As child language brokers engage in routine translation and interpretation for their
families, they may see themselves as different from their siblings, who may not have the same
expectations and opportunities as they do (Weisskirch, 2013). This imbalance may disrupt
typical sibling relationships and perpetuate strained relationships between siblings in the home,
cause conflicts, and add stressors to the individuals and the family (Steinberg & Silk, 2002).
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Conversely, having one dedicated sibling who acts as a language broker may bring harmony to
the home and family system (Steinberg & Silk, 2002). In fact, language brokering may act as a
protective factor to the family by decreasing environmental stressors, increasing effective
communication, and increasing an individual’s sense of belonging in the family. These shifting
and potentially strengthening relationship dynamics and interactions do not happen in a vacuum.
Everyday interactions, including language brokering, likely shape the youth’s various
relationship dynamics and views of themselves.
Past research has yielded mixed findings on the effect of language brokering on youth
and their families (e.g., Schulz & Rubel, 2011; Steinberg & Silk, 2002; Tuttle & Johnson, 2018;
Weisskirch, 2013), leaving researchers and professionals largely unaware of how being a child
language broker affects the individual child and the contexts where they engage in this practice.
Because this is a common occurrence in many communities, it is important to seek
understanding about this phenomenon and how it is understood by the adolescents who act as the
child language brokers for their families.
Because language brokering is based on interactions and occurs within the context of a
child’s development, I chose to frame this study using Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Ecological
Systems Theory. This theory is widely used throughout our field as a framework for explaining
human development and interactions across different systems (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). At the
core of this theory, behavior is defined as the function of the interaction between the individual
and the environment around them. This behavior, and subsequently, the child’s development is
shaped over time by the direct and indirect interactions that occur within these various contexts.
In order to understand the experience of language brokering in Latinx youth, I wanted to explore
how these youth perceive their role within their family, peer, and school/community
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environment, as well as how their views might have changed over time, depending on their
developmental level. This contextual perspective is especially important in qualitative research.
Although I interviewed just one individual from each family unit, participants provided their
understanding of their interactions with others and how this might have influenced others at
different levels of their ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
At the most direct level, I examined the proximal processes that play out in the lives of
youth across multiple contexts (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Proximal processes are
described as the interactions between the individual, in this case the Latinx youth, and others in
their environments. The contexts for these interactions may include family, school, and the larger
community. These proximal processes shape the developmental pathways of youth and can take
multiple directions and have varying levels of power, depending on the environment
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Not only does this theory guide our understanding of how
youth interact in different contexts and systems, but also how those systems interact with one
another. Additionally, as youth experience these interactions between themselves and the
individuals in their systems, these processes are believed to have variable impacts on their lives
(Mercon-Vargas et al., 2020). The idea of proximal processes and the effects they may have on
youth’s lives provides a framework for understanding the mixed experiences of language
brokering and the effects that this practice has on the youth and their families.
Proximal processes can be good, bad, or neutral in nature. Every interaction we have
shapes who we are in some way (Mercon-Vargas et al., 2020). This is an especially important
consideration for youth who are still developing. For child language brokers, these interactions
or proximal processes may be confusing. For example, a parent may be grateful to their child for
helping with a form needed for school and yet the child may also sense the disapproval of school
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staff because their parent was not able to complete the required paperwork. Furthermore, there
may be a developmental overlay to this experience. A younger child may feel proud and
accomplished that they can help their parent and does not notice or care about the school staff or
public attitude towards themselves or their families. Alternatively, an adolescent might feel
embarrassed for their parent and in subsequent interactions make excuses not to interpret as
frequently or in public spaces. Thus, inviting the voices of adolescent language brokers who are
able to reflect on their experiences across different developmental stages may help others to
develop a deeper understanding of their experiences and some of the common themes that
emerge from their unique position in their families.
Statement of the Problem
There is a mixed understanding of language brokering and the effects that it has on these
youth and their families. Some providers or school-based mental health professionals may have
had no prior exposure or training on child language brokers. When they interact with a child who
is interpreting for their family, they may not understand whether this practice is helpful or
harmful. Even researchers in this field do not agree about this practice. These differences in
perspective create a knowledge gap for school mental health providers as to whether it is
beneficial to have children interpret for their parents or whether this practice is damaging to the
youth. As with many practices, the answer may lie somewhere in between and therefore warrants
in-depth exploration.
The practice of language brokering within the school setting is an important context to
consider. A child language broker in this setting may be both a student (or a sibling of a student)
and an interpreter for their family, specifically during parent-teacher conferences (Tuttle &
Johnson, 2018). At this event there may not be an interpreter available or one who is able to
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converse in the family’s specific dialect. More often, having an older sibling broker the parentteacher conference is perceived as more convenient by the family and/or school team. In this
situation, or any other situation of active language brokering, a mental health provider within the
school, such as a school psychologist, may not be comfortable or educated on how to navigate
the experiences of this type of language broker. Additionally, staff who are present at the
conference may also have limited exposure to language brokers. The purpose of this study was to
explore the stories of these youth to better understand how they came to be language brokers in
their families, their perspectives on their roles within their families and their culture, and the
perceived positives and challenges of this practice. With this knowledge, school personnel may
be able to develop more comprehensive policies for supporting this practice when possible and
finding alternatives when it may not be in the best interest of the youth and their family.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Language brokering is a daily occurrence in many communities, and it is important to
explore and seek knowledge about the experiences of those who engage in this practice. For
Latinx youth, it may be a more common practice because of the number of immigrants from
Mexico and Central America who have come to live in the United States. Although child
language brokers can assist in many community settings, their role in facilitating interactions
between their families and school personnel is of special interest. It is crucial for school mental
health providers to understand the perspectives of these participants as well as the potential
implications based on the findings from this study. These youth may be able to provide a more
nuanced perspective on their experiences that can inform the attitudes and decisions of school
personnel. School practitioners may develop a greater understanding of best practices for
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working with child language brokers and ways to navigate family dynamics in a manner that
supports the youth and their family.
This qualitative study was designed to help understand the experiences of individuals
who language broker for their families. By interviewing a variety of adolescents about their
experiences, the findings reflected a first-person view of how this practice shapes the
development of youth for themselves, their relationships with their families and others, and their
role in their communities, including schools. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to uncover
the reflections of these Spanish-speaking adolescent language brokers to identify their perceived
supports and understand their lived experiences. These guiding questions were developed from a
comprehensive view of the literature and the results of a pilot study conducted with young adult
Spanish-speaking language brokers.
Q1

How do Latinx language brokers perceive their experience of being a language
broker for themselves and their families?

Q2

What are the identified aspects of this practice?

Q3

What kind of experiences occur within the school context and how does this
impact their own educational experience?

Q4

In what ways do Latinx language brokers perceive themselves in the school and
their own family systems?
Researcher Personal Stance

There were many different reasons that have drawn me to this population of youth and to
this study in particular. For three years, I worked in a public library, and I watched young
children routinely interpret for their families. One of the most memorable experiences was
watching a family rely on their 3-year-old to help them speak with me. I crouched down to his
level and watched as he looked to his family as they said “English mijo, English” and he began
to tell me what his family was saying to him in Spanish. This day stayed with me as I watched
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countless other youth come into my library, whisper with their family, and then give me the cue
they were language brokering, starting the sentence with, “My mom wants to know …” My
experiences in observing these youth evolved from working in the library to being in a school
building and watching siblings and peers interpret for the student or family who was unable to
communicate in spoken English. The youth who were interpreting seemed to do so with such
ease, and perhaps a bit of pride because they were the ones who were able to help their families
communicate and to get their needs met.
Having worked in a public library as well as within the local school district that serves
many Latinx youth, I have observed youth language brokering for their families on countless
occasions. I was drawn to this research topic because I believe this is an important aspect of
youth development and family dynamics for many Latinx. In many ways, this practice has been
overlooked and perhaps, misunderstood as it seems contrary to our expectations of a typical
family hierarchy where parents are responsible for navigating the broader world, and children are
expected to follow. Yet, for some families, child language brokering is crucial for a family’s
access to resources and to their overall success in their community. It is my belief that a child
learns the language and the culture of their family in more depth when they serve in the role as
their family’s language broker.
I want to recognize that this belief, as well as my experience with language brokers thus
far, contributes to the bias that I hold. Prior to beginning this research, I am aware of how I am
entering the space as both someone who holds positive bias towards this population and someone
who does not share their identity. First, I recognize that I have observed positive interactions and
have wondered why some of the research on this practice has tended to be negative and suggest
it is harmful, as my observations did not seem to match these findings. As an adult, I have
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sometimes interpreted for individuals or spoken to them in Spanish and have witnessed their
apparent relief that someone understands what they are saying. In turn, I experienced satisfaction
that I was able to help someone who needed to make themselves understood. Still, I have not had
this experience as a child, but as an adult who has made a choice to assist someone.
Second, I am a White, non-Latinx individual who speaks conversational Spanish, but it is
not my native language, and I would not consider myself to be fluent. Although I have continued
to build my vocabulary and grammar, it is not my first or even second language. Therefore, it
was important that I check for understanding with my participants if I did not fully understand a
youth participant who used an unfamiliar idiom. Also, it was important that I ask for clarification
when I did not understand or when there were different ways of interpreting what a participant
had said. In these ways, I worked to ensure that I understood their meaning and intent.
This recognition of my biases and limitations, as well as bracketing of my own beliefs
assisted me in separating out what I believed versus what I learned from my participants.
Through journaling my initial thoughts and then reflecting on those thoughts and reactions at a
later date, I was able to decide whether there was a bias on my part that needed to be bracketed,
or set aside. Through member checking, I was able to flag areas of concern and query whether
my understanding was accurate. These strategies allowed me to code the data collected and
minimize my own bias. Although I do not identify as someone who is Latinx, I have come to
know and appreciate the values of the Latinx individuals with whom I have relationships with
and have come to know. As a result, I wanted to explore the practice of child language brokering
from a different perspective and understand the voices of these youth.
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Definition of Terms
Language Brokering. Although many individuals can serve in this role, this study focused on
the acts of children or adolescents who interpret both spoken and written language for
their families within a public setting, such as libraries, businesses, banks, or schools
(Bauer, 2015).
Latinx Youth. Individuals who are between the ages of 10-18 who identify as having Latin
American origins or ancestors. This nonbinary term is commonly used as an alternative to
Latino/a (Corona et al., 2017). Most participants in this study had families who came
from Mexico and Central American countries (e.g., El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras).
Proximal Processes. A term coined by Bronfenbrenner to conceptualize interactions between
individuals and their various structures and systems as they become greater in complexity
and longer amounts of time. There is no direction within the processes, meaning they are
not necessarily positive or negative in nature (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; MerconVargas et al., 2020).
Conclusion
The act of language brokering has become a contested practice by numerous researchers
when the “broker” is a child in the family. Research regarding language brokering speaks about
the negatives of parentification, disrupted family boundaries, as well as potential undue stress
and burden on the child and family system. However, other scholars have found that language
brokering among children may have positive effects such as youth feeling increased connections
and bonds with their families. Because language brokering is an interactive process that occurs
within the context of a child’s development, I chose to frame this study using Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory. This theory provided a framework to explore the act of language
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brokering and how it impacts youth and their families. A comprehensive review of the literature
and the results of a pilot study with young adult language brokers contributed to the four research
questions and stated hypothesis for this study.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
The experiences of Latinx adolescents who serve as language brokers for their families is
relatively unknown and studies to this point have revealed conflicting findings. Yet,
understanding how these youth navigate two languages and cultures may provide guidance to
school personnel and other practitioners on potential policies and practices that provide support.
In order to provide a context for this research, it is beneficial to explore historical and current
immigration trends, Latinx values and system dynamics, as well as the potential protective and
risk factors associated with this population. Additionally, other factors relevant to Latinx youth’s
lives are reviewed, such as familial and peer relationships, socioeconomic status, as well as
geographic location and resources available. Lastly, an overview of the existing literature on the
prevalence and effects of language brokering on Latinx youth will be reviewed.
Immigration in the United States
My family came from Mexico, promised the land of opportunity. They still call
themselves Mexican but immigrated 27 years ago. I think they will always, especially
since my mom doesn’t speak any English. (Participant from pilot study, 2022)
Immigration in the United States has a long history of evolving laws and reforms; a major
turning point in this country’s history was the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965
(LeMay, 2019). The new law allowed immigrants to apply to immigrate on the basis of the need
for skilled workers, to preserve family units, and to mitigate the decreasing population at the
time. Over the next 40 years, immigration legislation continued to transform, with some of the
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greatest changes taking place in response to the terrorist acts of 9/11 (LeMay, 2019).
Unfortunately, the numerous policies that have emerged over the years has created a convoluted
system of immigration in the United States.
There are many different types of immigration visas which is the starting point for any
individual who wishes to legally move to the United States. Although this is the first step in
becoming a legal resident, there are many steps to follow. The most common types of visas are
based on the categories of either family or work (LeMay, 2019). In 2019, roughly half a million
people arrived in the United States through immigration visa entries (Department of Homeland
Security, 2020).
Immigration to the United States is often difficult for many individuals due to the
systemic privilege that favors individuals from certain nations, and because of the extensive
knowledge and resources needed to complete the process. Individuals who enter the United
States without legal documentation (e.g., an immigration visa) are often referred to as
undocumented. In 2017, over 300,000 people were apprehended and returned to their home
country for attempting to enter the country illegally (U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2018).
Obviously, it is difficult to determine how many individuals have been successful in their entry.
In a recent estimate, nearly 11.6 million immigrants from Mexico were living in the United
States. Of those individuals, approximately 43% were living in the country without legal
documentation, considered by the government to be “illegal citizens” (Krogstad & GonzalezBarrera, 2020).
Historically, one of the largest groups to immigrate to the United States were individuals
from Mexico, and more recently, those coming from a variety of Central American countries
such as Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras have grown substantially (Batalova et al., 2020).
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Immigration continues to be a highly contested debate in the current political climate, thus,
impacting the number of both legal and undocumented individuals moving to the United States,
especially those who identify as Latinx.
Until 1848, parts of the Southwestern United States and California were part of Mexico.
As a result, there are a large number of Latinx families who can trace their presence in the
United States for nearly two centuries. Programs such as the bracero program (1942-1964),
encouraged Mexican workers to apply to work legally in the United States to provide labor
during World War II and then subsequently, to help in agriculture and the building of the
railroads. Most of these workers were returned to Mexico, but some continued to live in the
United States. Thus, Mexican nationals have had a long presence in the United States and
continue to make up a large percentage of immigrants in any given year. For example, in 2018,
individuals from Mexico made up 25% of those immigrating to the United States (Batalova et
al., 2020).
As a result of naturalization and immigration, there are many generations of Latinx
citizens who have served as a model for others, creating the myth of finding a better life in “el
Norte.” There are many factors that contribute to a family or individual wanting to immigrate to
the United States. Living in poverty, experiencing violence or threat of violence, and lacking
access to basic resources may push individuals to consider immigration (Ayón et al., 2010). As
noted, individuals from Mexico have long made up the majority of the immigrant population to
the United States, both documented and undocumented. More recently, this trend has changed
and more individuals from Central and South America have been entering since 2010 and
beyond.
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The process for legally entering the United States from Mexico or another Latin
American country is quite long, and the process is arduous. Not only is there the waiting period
for an application to be accepted and a family sponsor to be found, but the real wait begins as
applicants enter an extremely long backlog of those who have submitted their requests and where
only a certain number of individuals will be admitted each year due to quotas. For those who
cannot wait, crossing into the United States without documentation appears to be the better
option. The shared border between Mexico and the United States contributes to the number of
immigrants who come from Mexico and other countries to the south. The continental border is
nearly 2,000 miles long, and spans four different states: Texas, California, New Mexico, and
Arizona. Along the border, there are a variety of different environments, including deserts,
rivers, urban areas, and dense forests. The varied terrain and inhospitable climate in certain
seasons add to the danger of those attempting to cross the border by foot. In some cases,
individuals set out alone or in groups, but often are accompanied by a “coyote,” or someone who
is paid to assist a family or group of people in crossing the border without documentation
(Borger, 2018).
As noted, entry into the United States requires a visa and when individuals attempt to
cross without this documentation, they are subject to apprehension and detention. Early
migration patterns were largely males traveling alone or in small groups attempting to cross the
border for work. Later, if they chose to settle in the United States, these individuals would bring
their family members over to join them. More recently, this pattern has changed to entire
families attempting to cross the border with their children. Also, there has been an upward trend
in unaccompanied children traveling to escape gang activity in their own countries and with the
hope that they will be allowed to join family members in the United States. Children
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apprehended at the Southwest Border in 2014 were identified as being primarily from Honduras,
Guatemala, Mexico, and El Salvador (U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2014).
Despite the barriers and challenges of this shared border, including heavy police and
immigration officer presence, Latinx individuals enter the United States every day without
documentation. With the shared border comes increased access to bilingual individuals and
businesses. As with many borders, it “goes both ways.” Many individuals living in the United
States routinely cross the Mexico border to obtain goods or services at a lower cost. Similarly,
children in Mexico use the shared border to attend school in the United States by walking or
traveling by car each day (Department of Homeland Security, 2020).
Many unauthorized immigrants tend to settle in neighborhoods that have a large Latinx
community (Krogstad & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2020) with some of the largest populations living in
neighborhoods within Houston, San Diego, Los Angeles, and Phoenix. These cities are large and
sprawling, allowing for the potential of many different “pockets” of unauthorized immigrants to
live undetected. These neighborhoods may increase the comfort level for Latinx immigrants as
their neighbors, school personnel, and community service providers are likely to be bilingual
which helps increase access to resources. It is when families move outside of these
neighborhoods, that their need for a language broker becomes more pressing.
Today it is estimated that there are 11.6 million Latinx individuals residing in the United
States with the majority coming from Mexico and Central America (Krogstad & GonzalezBarrera, 2020). They mostly live in Texas and California (Krogstad & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2020),
but several other states have high numbers of Latinx immigrants as well, including Colorado.
According to data from the Latino Leadership Institute (2022), it was last estimated that roughly
30% of Colorado’s population identifies as Latino. Latinx communities in Colorado are
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comprised of individuals who have lived here for generations and those who are relatively new
arrivals. Nearly 35% of the Latino population in Colorado is under the age of 18 (Latino
Leadership Institute, 2022).
Latinx Youth
Due to the diversity of the Latinx culture, levels of acculturation, and the communities in
which people live, it is difficult to summarize the values and beliefs of the individuals who
represent this population. Latinx culture is heterogenous, even though it is often referred to as if
it were an overarching set of beliefs. However, because certain aspects of the culture are often
shared (e.g., language, religion), there may be some commonalities among the different youth
who identify themselves as Latinx. Some of the shared values among Latinx individuals include
the importance of the family, tendency towards hierarchical family structure with traditional
male roles, as well as attitudes towards the education system where being well-behaved and
respectful is highly valued (Davidson et al., 2011; Henry et al., 2011)
Family Dynamics
Family values and dynamics within this culture are often linked to a strong history of
family importance and religious influences (Malott & Paone, 2016). In non-Latinx families, the
term family tends to refer to a nuclear system including parents and their children. However, due
to the importance of the Latinx family, other relatives such as aunts, uncles, grandparents, and
cousins often provide a strong influence on the nuclear family’s life and are sometimes
considered as important as first-degree relatives (Nicoletti, 2020). The family dynamics within
the nuclear system are not spoken but understood by all of the members. Family dynamics
include a tendency towards strong respect for elders and a patriarchal hierarchy which
emphasizes the father as the head decision-maker for the family. The oldest son is also typically
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closest to his mother and is seen as superior to other siblings within the nuclear family (Nicoletti,
2020).
Children in Latinx families are not typically given adult-like responsibilities until later in
their adolescent years (Henry et al., 2011). However, children are encouraged by adults to work
out conflicts for themselves and learn to take care of themselves and potentially their younger
siblings as well. The oldest female sibling in the home may be given the responsibility of
watching the younger children, especially when the adults are working outside of the home
(Orellana et al., 2003). This responsibility can include walking younger siblings to and from
school, assisting with homework, as well as helping prepare meals and wash clothes for the
younger siblings (Orellana et al., 2003). Despite this delegation of responsibility, families are
still providing their children with warmth and support (Nicoletti, 2020).
The concept of familial pride, “familismo,” is especially important as Latinx youth are
viewed as representing their nuclear family to the external world, such as schools or in the
community. Familismo is shown through proximal processes, or interactions, with others in
various structures and systems (Ayón et al., 2010). This cultural value ties family members
together and supports their overall wellbeing within the family system and within the community
(Ayón et al., 2010). For Latinx youth, this strong sense of family pride and respect for elders
may appear in school settings in a multitude of ways. For example, a youth might engage in an
altercation when there is a perception that the family pride is being threatened or talked down.
Additionally, youth may show off their pride in family and culture through dress, chosen friends,
or engagement in certain types of activities.
Given this emphasis on supporting the family and presenting a united front to the external
world, it is not surprising that youth are considered appropriate language brokers for their
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families. Families who are illiterate in English, and possibly their home language, may
experience many barriers to daily life activities (Kam & Lazarevic, 2014). Children in Latinx
families are typically attending school where the instruction is provided in English and therefore,
they learn to read and speak the dominant language more quickly than other members of the
family (Chao, 2006). Being able to assist family members in any capacity, especially using their
English language skills to access services or information in English, is viewed as very important
for Latinx youth and their families.
In some Latinx homes, adults are not fluent in English or are uncomfortable using it in
public. They may be employed at jobs that do not require them to use English or may be staying
at home to raise children. In either circumstance, these situations reduce their ability to access a
new language. Child language brokers interpret for their families due to the parent’s lack of
knowledge or application gap in the spoken language of the community (Mı̇ rı̇ cı̇ et al., 2013).
Because families understand that their children are immersed in the English-speaking
environment of school, they believe the child is able to articulate more spoken English to
someone in public than they are able to do or comfortable doing so.
There are many potential barriers for adult immigrants who do not already speak English
upon their arrival to the United States. Most importantly, they may not be able to access jobs that
pay well, making it necessary for them to work one or more jobs to support their families. Other
family members may need to stay home to care for younger children. Simply put, there may not
be enough time in their day to sit down and attempt to learn English. If they do have time, they
may not have access to appropriate and cost-effective English classes that are held in an
environment where they feel comfortable and that is accessible. Additionally, for some
individuals there may be a fear of losing their first language or an intense pride in wanting to
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keep Spanish as their primary form of communication (Fillmore, 1991). Their children may
teach them some English and most adults will have a few English words or phrases that allow
them to navigate common interactions or situations. However, because their children are using
and learning English on a daily basis at school, they tend to be further ahead in their English
acquisition than the adults in their families.
Another important barrier to consider is the persistent stigma in our society revolving
around spoken accents and grammatical errors. Adults who speak with what is referred to in
derogatory terms such as “broken English” are considered to have a perceived lack of
intelligence (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010). An adult who has their child interpret may understand
the conversation, but because of their accent or how they have been perceived in past interactions
where they spoke English, may choose to have the child speak instead. Barriers to learning (e.g.,
inaccessible classes, lack of time) and using English (e.g., fear of judgment) help to explain why
children become language brokers for their families. Spanish-speaking adults must triage the
importance of learning English with all of their other responsibilities, duties, and obligations. If
these interactions can be completed quickly in Spanish, or by using a child language broker, this
may reinforce the adult’s use of these more efficient strategies rather than laboring to learn
English or to make themselves understood when they do not have English fluency.
Values and Attitudes Towards
School
Given the immigration numbers noted above, it is not surprising that Latinx youth make
up the largest portion of bilingual learners in the school system. Approximately 73% of students
who were identified as learning English, were also identified as a part of the Latinx community
(Krogstad & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2020). Students who are learning English are often placed in
different immersion or English Language Learner (ELL) classes within the school. Teachers in
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these settings tend to work on teaching both Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS;
social language) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency Skills (CALPS; academic
language) in English (Washington Education Telecommunications Association [WETA], 2019).
Often, Latinx youth are more proficient in BICS in their native language and CALP in their
second language (Cummins, 2000).
Unfortunately, there are many barriers to academic success for youth who are learning
English. Latinx youth are at higher risk for dropping out of formal schooling compared to their
non-Latino peers (Marrero, 2016), and this level of risk is even higher for those who are English
Language Learners (ELL). There are many other proposed reasons for these differential
completion rates including differing or low expectations from teachers, or discrimination towards
the youth within the school system (Artiles et al., 2010)
Most teachers in the United States are White, non-Latinx, and female. These cultural
differences between teachers and students may contribute to mismatched expectations for
students’ behavior and achievement. It may also contribute to teachers having lower expectations
of students of color, including students who identify as Latinx (Cherng, 2017). Gaps appear
between school staff expectations of families and the family’s viewpoint of their role in the
child’s education (Niemeyer et al., 2009). For example, Latinx families tend to focus on ensuring
their child is well rested for school, checking to see if the youth has completed the homework
assignments, and focusing on cultural values around growth and development (Niemeyer et al.,
2009). This viewpoint may be different from other, non-Latinx families as well as the
perspectives of the educators in the school and expectations they hold for families, based on the
majority culture or their own cultural values and beliefs (Marrero, 2016). The majority culture
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may prioritize the value of education and hold high expectations for educational achievement
more so than the youth’s growth and development.
Additionally, Latinx students may have negative attitudes towards school and education
for reasons not directly related to their family. For example, in one qualitative study, Latinx
adolescents were interviewed, and they recounted times they felt discriminated against or
immediately judged by school staff (Schulz & Rubel, 2011). One youth voiced a sense of
judgment from a non-Latino staff member when they were speaking Spanish to their parent after
meeting the staff member for the first time. Another youth spoke about the staff and teachers not
understanding or attempting to build relationships with them.
Building relationships with all youth, especially those who identify as Latinx, can assist
educators in shifting these youth’s views and attitudes towards school (Marrero, 2016). Also,
resisting negative stereotypes about Latinx youth and their families is important for educators.
First impressions made by educators as well as perceived judgments by these important staff
members can contribute to either a positive or negative viewpoint on the part of Latinx youth.
Even though youth may have had a negative interaction with only one or two staff members, it
may color the youth’s perspective on the rest of the school as well as education as a whole.
Conversely, Latinx youth may benefit from positive relationships by improving their school
performance and attitude towards school, but also building connections in the community and
making their family proud by doing so (Ramirez, 2003).
Biculturalism
I see myself more as a Mexican. I’m close to both cultures. That being because of being
bilingual, I listened to Spanish music as well as English music. I am involved in
American holidays just as much as Mexican holidays, because I understand both what’s
going on. (Participant from pilot study, 2022)
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The ability to live appropriately and successfully in two different cultures and those
systems is referred to as being bicultural (Safa et al., 2019). As seen in the quote above, this is an
experience which many language brokers live each day, being in the mainstream culture as well
as eating the food, listening to music, and speaking the language of their families. These two
cultures may share certain similarities or may be dramatically different, making biculturalism a
unique experience on its own. Living between two worlds, entre dos mundos, is an important
part of a language broker’s life and is brought to the forefront when interpreting in public, where
their two cultures and languages collide (Bacallao & Smokowski, 2005).
Biculturalism may cause stress to individuals who are living in between the two cultures,
especially adolescents as they are developing their identity, language, and place within multiple
systems (Safa et al., 2019). In addition to stress, there may be questions of “where do I fit in” or
“what do I need to keep in mind as I enter this new space?” These questions are particularly
difficult for adolescents who are in the process of developing their own unique identity while
also finding their place in two different cultures. They may find themselves ‘switching’ between
cultures depending on the situation, the presence of peers, and family influence. This moving
back and forth between cultures impacts their daily interactions and feelings about themselves.
Issues of acculturation and biculturalism add yet another layer to the broad ecological system
that creates the backdrop for language brokering.
Language Brokering
Because of the large number of Latinx immigrants, and the unique cultural values where
the family is viewed as a collective, language brokering is common in Latinx families. Many
other groups also engage in this practice such as immigrants from Asian and south Asian
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countries (e.g., Hua & Costigan, 2017; Titzmann & Michel, 2017). However, the large number
of Latinx youth in U.S. schools makes an exploration of this population especially relevant.
To date, much of the research has focused on the potentially negative effects of child
language brokering (e.g., Martinez et al., 2009). For example, Williams and Francis (2010)
described the negative impact of parentification on child language brokers. The term,
parentification, refers to a child or adolescent assuming the tasks that are “normally” assigned to
an adult within the system and culture. By taking on these tasks, the youth’s status may increase
in the family and disrupt the system. It is believed that this disruption is especially problematic in
homes that have a strong emphasis on parental respect and hierarchy. Therefore, based on this
theoretical model, having a child serve as a language broker was assumed to be harmful to the
child and to healthy family functioning.
Another line of research has focused on the burden and increased stress placed on
children who are language brokers (Morales & Wang, 2018). The act of interpreting in public
places could cause stress to a child, who may experience a high level of pressure at being in the
spotlight, needing to provide an accurate translation of what is being said, and worrying that they
may dishonor their family if their language brokering is not perceived as professional or correct.
Some of these high stress situations may include dealing with bankers on a loan, immigration
procedures, or even enrolling younger siblings into various educational settings. The child may
feel inferior or that others outside their family (professionals who do not speak Spanish) perceive
them and their family as “less-than,” adding to the stress of the situation. Furthermore,
depending on the frequency of these responsibilities, children who are language brokers for their
families may be less able to engage in activities that are more congruent for their age.
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In contrast, other researchers have found that there are positive effects of language
brokering as well. For example, Kim et al. (2018) found that child language brokers were
exposed to their parent’s culture and values on a deeper level than children who did not language
broker for their family members. The increased amount of time that youth were spending with
their families, and in additional contexts they may not have been exposed to at their
age/developmental level, may facilitate this increased exposure to their family’s cultural
background, values, and traditions.
Furthermore, the child who is engaging in language brokering continues to learn and
develop skills in their native language (Weisskirch, 2017). Every person’s experience with
language brokering is different and often continues into young adulthood (Weisskirch, 2017).
For example, one study, conducted with eight Latinx college students found that most
participants continued language brokering for their families despite living several miles away.
They accomplished their language brokering through translating over the phone or videoconferencing software (Martino & Coburn, 2022).
Language Brokering Among
Latinx Youth
I feel that I have un privilegio (a privilege). When I’m able to communicate with
someone in Spanish, just feels a lot more like home. (Participant from pilot study, 2022)
Latinx youth, who are at times the children of immigrants, support their parents and
families in a variety of ways, including acting as language brokers (Orellana et al., 2003).
Despite the prevalence of this practice, limited research has been conducted to explore how
language brokering affects families (Morales & Wang, 2018), especially from the perspective of
the youth. Consistent with an ecological approach, there are many different layers to explore in
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attempting to understand this specific type of interaction and how it affects those who engage in
this practice.
Prevalence of Language Brokering on Latinx Youth
Although it cannot be assumed that a child is acting as a language broker for all families
who are not English proficient, it is important to recognize how common this practice may be for
many Latinx families (Tse, 1995; Weisskirch & Alva, 2002). In 2019, it was estimated that
roughly 23% of children in the United States speak a language other than English at home
(Annie Casey Foundation, 2020). Specifically, Spanish continues to be the second-most spoken
language in the United States, behind English, with an estimated 40 million individuals speaking
the language in their homes (Lopez et al., 2018). With Spanish being spoken as frequently as it is
in the homes, one can assume that language brokering is occurring often both within and outside
of the home as families interact with schools, businesses, medical services, and other community
agencies.
Effects of Language Brokering
Through this practice, there are different contexts and considerations which impact the
child language broker on different levels. From an ecological perspective, the individual is at the
center of the model surrounded by contextual environment that ranges from direct, daily
interaction (microsystem) to the more broad and indirect levels of the exo- and macrosystem. As
specific to language brokering, these levels of impact might appear at the individual level
(identity development), or on a larger level within relationships, family dynamics, within the
schools and community.
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Identity Development
As youth begin their journey towards adulthood, acting as a child language broker may
lead them to question their own identity inside and outside of this context. Erikson’s stage of
Identity versus Role Confusion usually occurs as a child enters adolescence. Although Latinx
youth may have served as language brokers for their families for many years, it may be that as
they enter adolescence, they begin to consider what this role means to them. Latinx language
brokers have described their own identity as that of a language broker believe that it contributes
to their own ethnic identity (Weisskirch, 2017). In a study of 55 Latinx sixth grade students, it
was concluded that acting in the role of a language broker had a positive impact on these youth
including their reporting higher levels of ethnic identity (Weisskirch, 2005). It was hypothesized
that language brokering may contribute positively to ethnic identity development. Participating
youth spoke about their strong feelings of belongingness to their home culture and that the
values, identities, and traditions were an important part of their identity (Weisskirch, 2005).
During adolescence, youth may have not only an increased awareness of the social demands,
need for communication, and conflicts which come from language brokering in the community,
but also are exploring how their own identity fits within these interactions (Weisskirch, 2017).
Language Brokering and the Brain
It would be a disservice to address language brokering from a societal and social lens
only and not integrate a biopsychosocial model by speaking about the neuroscience of the brain
as related to bilingualism. To truly attempt to gain a holistic view of this subject, one must
consider what is happening at a neurological level. Bilingualism has historically been viewed as
beneficial to someone’s life and development for a variety of reasons such as enhanced
processing or having access to two or more spoken languages (Rainey et al., 2017). Indeed,
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individuals pay a lot of money to purchase software or attend intensive classes to learn new
languages in order to advance their career opportunities or enhance their travel experiences.
More recently, researchers have begun to explore the impact of bilingualism on levels of
executive functioning (e.g., Rainey et al., 2017) with a specific focus on those who do or do not
engage in language brokering, regardless of their level of bilingualism. This research endorses
the hypothesis that those who engage in interpreting have enhanced executive functioning skills
as opposed to those who are solely bilingual and do not language broker. This distinction relies
on the implication that those who act as language brokers have more consistent exposure to both
languages and a certain fluidity in moving between back and forth between the two (Rainey et
al., 2017).
The brain areas associated with being both bilingual as well as language brokering
include the dorsal prefrontal cortex, Broca’s area, as well as the left-prefrontal region
(Hernandez, 2009). This is congruent with what we know about executive functioning as well as
language production and understanding. Language brokers are given a “cutting edge” by
activating their prefrontal region through their interpreting, as well as other aspects of their lives
such as academic related tasks, making plans, and abstract thinking (Rainey et al., 2017). Thus,
there appear to be specific neurological benefits to executive functioning among those who act as
language brokers as language brokering is activating the prefrontal region of the brain.
Family Relationships
Among Latinx families, loyalty and respect within the family unit is highly valued (Fuligni
et al., 1999). Therefore, youth identity is shaped and heavily influenced by their family and their
relationships and interactions with the members of their family (Telzer et al., 2018). The older
siblings tend to be chosen as language brokers within the family system, potentially creating a
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power differential between them and younger siblings (Villanueva & Buriel, 2010). This power
difference may negatively affect relationships by creating arguments or disrupting overall family
communication.
However, siblings who observe an older sibling act as a language broker may benefit from
watching these exchanges. This conclusion was drawn from a study examining the experiences
of nine Latinx adolescents who had an older sibling who language brokered for their family
(Villanueva & Buriel, 2010). With their older sibling present, younger siblings reported feeling
more comfortable if they were asked to broker due to having another sibling there who
understood English and Spanish. Interestingly, four out of the nine participants described
language brokering as a household chore that both they and their older sibling engaged in. Other
studies have suggested that younger siblings typically act as the primary broker only if their
older sibling is not present (Corona et al., 2012). Overall, we see unique aspects of Latinx
language broker’s identities as they navigate their roles across various contexts, including the
very relevant setting of school where they may be both a student and the interpreter between
their family and teacher.
School Contexts
The relationship between Latinx language brokers and the educational system is complex,
to say the least. These innerworkings of the school environment involve a mix between familial
values, school performance, and peer relationships. Schools tend to be one of the settings where
Latinx youth frequently engage in language brokering for their family or their peers (Angelelli,
2014). Some examples of language brokering include interpreting at parent-teacher conferences,
providing rationale for tardies or absences to front office staff, or helping their peers understand
a teacher’s instruction. There is little direction for school staff on how to work with child
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language brokers, when it is or is not appropriate to ask for their help, and how to navigate these
situations in a way that recognizes that the parents are still the head of the household (e.g.,
speaking to and maintaining eye contact with the adult). The absence of policies and guidelines
within the school setting may lead to attitudes and practices that devalues the child’s contribution
and shames the family. Perhaps by implementing clear guidelines, school personnel can
recognize the important skills that these students possess, protect them from ridicule, and
maximize the positive experiences and advantages of acting as a youth language broker within
the school setting (Crafter et al., 2017).
Teachers and staff in the schools could serve as a protective factor in terms of cultivating
academic self-efficacy for Latinx language brokers. By acknowledging the benefits of
bilingualism and the special skill it requires to serve as an interpreter, students may develop a
greater sense of efficacy within the context of school. Academic self-efficacy, or the student’s
belief that they are able to succeed in their schoolwork, has been shown to be strongly correlated
with success in school for this population (Buriel et al., 1998). This belief in themselves and their
abilities can be cultivated by strong support from both school staff and their families. In turn, it
may lead to increases in their overall performance on assessments of both mathematics and
literacy, as seen in previous research (Dorner et al., 2007).
Community Contexts
Latinx youth who language broker for their families are mainly interpreting conversations
within the community such as navigating check-out stands in the grocery store, borrowing a
book at a library, or even opening a bank account. At times, they are asked to translate
documents of high importance that are written to correspond with a high school reading level or
beyond. These documents may come in the form of legal paperwork regarding immigration
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procedures, rental or loan agreements, or medical paperwork. Child language brokers read and
translate very sophisticated paperwork and documentation outside of school. This practice is
concerning as it has been shown that many Latinx youth report low levels of school performance
(Tse, 1995). When students reported their grade point averages in this study, 50% of them had
below a 2.5 overall GPA. Although these youth reported being able to successfully translate
letters from the school, job applications, and educational progress reports (Tse, 1995;
Weisskirch, 2005), it is possible that they may lack knowledge of sophisticated or complex
language associated with these legal contracts.
Conclusion
The experiences of Latinx adolescents who serve as language brokers for their families
may reveal important information about their personal experiences and the ways they navigate
biculturalism within their family, school, and community systems. The present literature review
explored historical and current immigration trends, Latinx values and system dynamics, as well
as the potential protective and risk factors associated with Latinx individuals, specifically youth.
These unique and complex factors create the larger context for this study. Because there are
mixed findings on the benefit or harm of language brokering, there is a need for continuing
exploration into this experience from the perspective of the youth who provide this important
function for their families.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
This study used a qualitative approach to better understand the experiences of Latinx
youth who act as language brokers for their families. Qualitative research is unique in that the
interview format provides individuals the opportunity to share their stories and perspectives
(Creswell, 2013). By learning about the different experiences of youth who act as language
brokers, I was able to describe their collective perspectives on this practice and the meaning it
holds for them. Taken together, the themes developed from their stories provide greater detail
about the larger experience for bilingual (Spanish English) youth who engage in language
brokering for their families.
Theoretical Framework
Qualitative research is unique in that the research itself is guided by the assumptions and
beliefs of the researcher (Creswell, 2013). These assumptions direct the overall process of the
research and how it unfolds from beginning to end including the formulation of an idea, the
conceptualization of the importance of the matter, as well as the thematic analysis. A beginning
assumption of this research is that everyone, in this case, each language broker, has a unique
perspective on their personal reality as well as a story to tell (Creswell, 2013). This assumption
will continue throughout the research and be highlighted in the analysis and discussion as well.
Narrative
The narrative approach in qualitative research allows for the person’s individual
experiences and stories to be told (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By engaging in in-depth interviews,
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the research accounts allowed for the stories of the language brokers to be told, potentially for
the first time in their lives. The research does not focus on whether the stories are correct,
instead, it explored each person’s lived experience within this potentially sensitive subject. The
only fact checking that occurred was with the participant, to ensure that I interpreted their
experience in the way they would like it to be. Each language broker potentially has a very
different experience, and this approach and framework highlights that and are shown in the
findings.
Theoretical Perspective
Interpretivists strive for understanding of the social world with the viewpoint of each
individual (Crotty, 1998). This perspective gives light to each person’s experience and
worldview, focusing on their experience and how they present in different spaces. Through
rapport building and in-depth interviews, it was my goal to understand each participant’s world
so that I could create a vivid description. The research questions, as well as follow up inquiries
within the interview, were designed with this theoretical perspective in mind.
This perspective is important to me both personally and professionally, as it aligns with
the field of school psychology as well as my personal worldview of seeing each individual as
unique and exploring the story they want to tell. The present study aligned with interpretivism by
allowing each participant to explain and explore their worldview and experiences through semistructured interviews. It is my perspective that these youth exist in multiple systems in which
they engage in numerous interactions and relationships throughout the day while navigating their
own intersectionality as an adolescent child, sibling, student, and language broker.
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Researcher Personal Stance
As noted in Chapter I, my interest in this topic grew from my countless observations of
child language brokering in public places such as a school and library. I was drawn to this topic
because I believe this is an act which happens often and is crucial for a family’s access to
resources in their community. Further, I hold a positive bias towards this practice because I
believe it helps the child to maintain their native language and the culture of their family in ways
that might not occur if they did not engage in this activity. My experience watching and
engaging with child language brokers fuels these beliefs. I have an appreciation of the skill of
these language brokers as they weave together their ethnicity, language, developmental level,
and family role throughout their lifetimes. This potential intersection of race, identity, and
language fits into the theory which guided the present study.
Context of the Study
The recruitment plan initially focused on residents in a suburban community of
approximately 100,000 in a Western state. The three largest sources of employment include
agriculture, oil and gas, and education. Because of the availability of jobs that do not require
English fluency such as the local meat packing plant and the other agricultural jobs, there is a
relatively large portion of the population that identifies as either a refugee or immigrant. The
local school district has a student population that is estimated to be 65% Latinx. Ten out of
eleven participants in this study came from the same state and were from the suburban
community or the surrounding rural areas. One participant lived in in a large metropolitan city in
another state where there was a large community of Latinx individuals. While her community
context was very different than that of the other participants in this study, the examples she
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provided and experiences she shared were similar to what others described during their
interviews.
Participants
The final number of participants included eleven adolescents who identified as Latinx,
Mexican American, Hispanic, and Chicana. They were all between the ages of 14 and 18, with
the average age of participants at the time of the interview being 17 years old. Participants of all
gender-identities were recruited to participate. Nine participants identified as female and two
individuals identified as male. Because the focus of this study was on language brokering,
participants needed to affirm that they had participated in this activity within the last month, at
least once, and had historically language brokered for their family. Youth were excluded from
the study if they had not language brokered for their family or other individuals within the past
month or did not identify under the Latinx umbrella. Although 14 youth were ultimate recruited,
one had not language brokered in the past month and was excluded. Two others did not show up
at their appointed interview times and no effort was made to reschedule due to lack of participant
response. As this study was conducted during COVID-19, these criteria were purposely broad as
there may have been less opportunity to language broker in the community. However, even with
the flexibility in criteria, all participants indicated brokering within the past two weeks, several
participants had brokered right before the interview, and in one case, one participant needed to
stop an interview in order to language broker, before returning to complete the interview.
Only youth who identified their Latinx were invited to participate in this study. Overall,
participant youth identified as a variety of different “labels” under the Latinx umbrella, including
the terms Hispanic, Latina, Chicana, Mexican, and Mexican American; they sometimes
combined these identifiers in different ways to capture how they viewed themselves in terms of
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their national origin and their ethnic identity. One participant identified as being Honduran and
Puerto Rican. A demographic survey served as a source of data to ascertain whether the
participant identified under the Latinx umbrella (e.g., Latina/o, Hispanic, Mexican, Mexican
American, or any other label which is considered a part of the Latinx community).
Participants received a $15 gift card to a local retailer, such as Amazon or Target. At the
conclusion of the interview, participants provided their email for the virtual gift card to be sent
within 12 hours after the interview was complete.
Initially, participants were recruited from the public library via the use of flyers posted on
the information board (see Appendix A). These flyers detailed the study as well as provided
contact information to the researcher in both Spanish and English, in hopes of increasing
accessibility. As I had observed language brokering in the public library throughout my three
years of working in this space. it seemed natural to begin my recruitment process here.
Unfortunately, only one participant was recruited from the library, so I broadened my search by
sharing my study goals with friends and acquaintances who might know of other families who
relied on their children for language brokering. I also began recruiting participants from the
alternative school I was completing an external placement at. This unique population was 75%
Latinx identifying and quickly became interested in the study, as evident by the frequent
questions I was being asked in the halls as well as a number of participants volunteering the first
day the study was announced by the principal.
Once a few participants were recruited, they were asked to refer friends or other youth
who they knew identified as Latinx and who are language brokers for their families, a process
known as snowball sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Snowball sampling allowed me to access
youth through my participant’s personal connections, a powerful way to sample. Many of the
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initial youth interviewed were receptive to providing their friends my contact information, either
my Google Voice number or my UNCO.edu email. This way, the participant was able to reach
out to me if they were interested, rather than feeling pressured by a direct request.
Youth who expressed interest in participating were asked to provide their own consent (if
they were 18), obtain the consent of their parent or guardian, or they could provide the contact
information for this individual. The consent form for the parents or caregivers were provided in
both English and Spanish (see Appendix B). The Spanish version of the consent form was
created by the researcher and then translated into Spanish by an individual from Mexico who has
an advanced degree. This consent form was then back translated by another individual whose
first language is Spanish to ensure accuracy as well as appropriate readability levels (~6th grade
reading level).
The parent or caregiver was provided the consent form via email and when it is received
back by the researcher, the participant was contacted to set up an interview time. It was
recognized that some guardians might not be comfortable with signing a consent form, especially
if the family did not have appropriate documentation. If the participant’s guardian was
uncomfortable signing the consent form, the adolescent would not be able to participate in the
study. However, this concern did not arise in this study. In addition to consent from the legal
guardian for those under the age of 18, the minor was asked to sign an assent form agreeing to
participate and be audio recorded. Consistent with the consent, both the parent and the youth had
the opportunity to withdraw consent at any time.
Overall, recruitment began once IRB approval was obtained in January 2021.
Recruitment and interviews concluded in March 2021, once it was determined that saturation had
been met. At this point, one more participant was recruited to ensure no new themes were
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introduced, resulting in a participant pool of 11 youth. Table 1 provides and overview of
participant pseudonyms, pronouns, ages, identifiers, and family composition.
Instrumentation
For the purposes of this study, there were two different types of instrumentation utilized.
Because each individual’s story is unique, a qualitative design using in-depth interviews was
chosen for this study. The first element of this qualitative design was a semi-structured
qualitative interview. The interview consisted of open-ended questions about their experiences as
language brokers for their families. These questions were tested through a pilot study with eight
university students who had acted as language brokers for their families (Martino & Coburn,
2022).
Based on the findings of this pilot study, the questions were adapted slightly to use more
neutral phrasing and provide guidance that might assist younger participants in understanding the
intent of the question. The questions were checked by two different experts in the field to ensure
clarity, relevance, and sensitivity of the questions. These two experts were language brokers who
did not participate in the study. My pilot study helped to shape these questions by allowing me to
see what areas where I could expand my questioning and encourage participants to reflect more
deeply on their responses. These additional questions, following the main question, helped to
guide the conversation as well as encourage participants to elaborate on their complex and
detailed stories. The qualitative interview questions, and follow-up probes, can be found in
Appendix C.
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Table 1
Participant Demographics

Pronouns

Current Age
(Age Began
Interpreting)

Identity

Word

Vanessa

she/her/hers

14 (10)

Hispanic

“Oops”

Mother, 3
siblings

Rosa

she/her/hers

16 (10)

Mexican
American

Rewarding

Parents, 3
siblings

Briza

she/her/hers

18 (10)

Mexican and
Latina

Hesitant

Parents, 2
older siblings

he/him/his

17 (15)

Hispanic

Easy

Mother, 2
younger
brothers, one
sister, 2
cousins

Sage

she/her/hers

16 (8)

Hispanic or
Latinx

Frustrating

Parents, 3
brothers, 1
sister, and a
niece

Ana

she/her/hers

18 (7)

Mexican

Grateful

Parents, older
sister

Maggie

she/her/hers

17 (9)

Honduran and
Puerto Rican

Useful

Mother, Stepfather, 2
younger
siblings

Arali

she/her/hers

18 (7)

Latina Hispanic
woman.
Chicana.
MexicanAmerican.

“Yo no
sabo”

Mother, Stepfather, Older
brother, 2
younger
siblings

Selena

she/her/hers

18 (8)

Hispanic

Good

Parents, 2
younger
siblings

Name

Miguel

Family in
Home
Growing Up
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Table 1 (continued)

Pronouns

Current Age
(Age Began
Interpreting)

Identity

Word

Jasmine

she/her/hers

16 (7)

Mexican

Confident

Parents,
younger
sibling

Hector

he/him/his

18 (7)

Hispanic

Interesting

Parents,
Younger
siblings,
Grandmother

Name

Family in
Home
Growing Up

Additionally, a demographic survey was utilized in this study. Participants were asked to
complete this short demographic survey after they signed the assent form, and prior to beginning
the semi-structured interview. The interviews that occurred through Zoom signed the consent
form and scanned it to my email prior to beginning the session. The questions asked included
their preferred pronouns, their pseudonym to be used for this study, their age, age they began
language brokering, members of their immediate family, and how they identity themselves
racially or ethnically. A similar survey was also used in the pilot study and was used to collect
information on the participants’ backgrounds.
This survey allowed the researcher to provide a brief description of participants as well as
ensure that the participant was identified with their correct pronouns as well as ensuring that they
endorsed a Latinx label. Additionally, this brief questionnaire served as a warm-up for the youth
to know what topics we were going to discuss during the interview and to become familiar with
the terminology (e.g., language broker, translating). The demographic survey given to each youth
can be found in Appendix D.
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Research Design
Procedure
Prior to recruitment, I applied for and received approval from the university Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at the university (Appendix E). The materials submitted to the IRB
included a description of the study, the proposed interview questions, and consent forms in both
English and Spanish as well as a minor assent form, provided in English only. Formal approval
was not needed for posting flyers at the library, but permission was sought from management
prior to hanging flyers on the bulletin boards.
Participants were recruited in the order and manner described above. The participants
were recruited through passive means such as the flyer or hearing about the study from a friend.
Given the current context of virtual interactions, interviews were conducted over Zoom or at the
local alternative school in a private office. Prior to conducting the interview, consent was
emailed to parent/guardian and youth at least 24 hours prior to the scheduled interview. During
the first 10 minutes of the interviews, parents or caregivers of minors came onto the Zoom to
provide their verbal consent which was recorded. Because of potential technological access
issues, families were only required to provide verbal consent (consistent with the IRB
application), rather than needing to scan and sign papers. However, some of the participants were
able to virtually sign the consent and provide this document to the researcher. Any consents
received were kept in a separate, password protected folder, away from any interview audio or
transcript. The verbal consent was recorded and kept behind two password protected files on the
researcher’s personal computer. The emails and phone numbers of UNC IRB, researcher, and
faculty advisor were provided on the consent and assent forms and were provided to guardians
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and participants. Participants provided verbal assent rather than needing to sign and scan these
documents.
The interviews were conducted virtually in the private office of the researcher over a
pro-licensed, HIPPA-compliant version of Zoom. The researcher set up a waiting room and
required the participant to enter a password in order to be admitted to a virtual session. The
researcher was wearing headphones and only audio recorded the participants on a transcription
application, Otter. After the transcriptions were recorded, the recordings were transcribed into
word documents, and both put onto password protected flash drives. Interviews lasted anywhere
between 15 and 45 minutes. All interviews were conducted via Zoom and in English, with the
exception of the participant speaking Spanish to explain consent to their guardian or using
phrases in Spanish to answer an interview question. All participants chose their own
pseudonyms, which were used throughout this study in place of the participants’ real names, as
they are minors.
After each interview, the researcher exported the transcripts and audio onto a password
protected folder on a private computer. These data were then transcribed again to ensure the
accuracy of the data and experience immediately after they are downloaded by the researcher
from the audio recording app (Bailey, 2008). Identifiable data were not shared with others and
were identified in accordance with the participant’s chosen name. The signed consent forms were
kept in a locked folder in the researcher’s personal office. At the end of the study, these forms
were transferred to storage where they will be saved for three years in a locked file cabinet.
Data Analysis
After transcribing the interviews, initial themes or important ideas were identified. These
were organized into a code book that identified the boundaries of the theme to reduce
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overlapping ideas. This code book was then used to guide thematic analysis. Another advanced
doctoral student was employed as a coder to review the themes outlined in the code book and by
reading each interview for inter rater reliability. Through open coding additional themes were
added or combined to reveal a smaller number of major themes (Creswell et al., 2007). These
themes were reviewed by the primary research advisor, who aided the coders in reaching
consensus. Each reviewer had a codebook that was created by the primary researcher and
primary advisor. From there, each person coded on their own to explore if the same themes were
coded for each participant. When there were differences in the coding, a code-book based
discussion was conducted to solve disagreements. Themes were important based on the number
of different participants as well as the number of times these ideas were voiced. The analysis of
themes focused on what it was like to be a child language broker, family/system dynamics, as
well as implications for school personnel, including school mental health providers.
Trustworthiness
The beginning methods of trustworthiness included in this research were conducted
through purposive sampling as well as providing a thick description of each participant and their
story. To continue the trustworthiness process, I engaged in member checks with each
participant. These member checks occurred virtually, after their initial interview has been
transcribed and thematic analysis had occurred and was codified. The researcher engaged in a
developmentally appropriate conversation with the participant about the themes that were
identified within the youth’s answers to my questions. I checked for understanding by asking
questions throughout, such as “did I get that right?” or “Is there another way I could have said
this about what you told me?” Major themes were originally based on coding participant
transcripts and then supplemented with six member checks.

44
After all the member checks were conducted and the initial thematic analysis occurred, an
advanced doctoral student was asked to read each interview. During this reading, the advanced
doctoral student was provided the code book and asked to find quotes in the interviews which fit
the established themes. This second step of trustworthiness assisted in ensuring an agreement is
being sought on what elements and quotes of each interview fit the established themes. By
having multiple people reviewing the transcripts, this increased trustworthiness and credibility
(Mabuza et al., 2014). This focus on credibility assists in ensuring the validity of the conclusions
made by both the research as well as the additional reader.
Finally, transferability was considered as a part of establishing overall trustworthiness of
the data. Transferability is the degree to which the findings can be applied in similar settings
(Mabuza et al., 2014). This important step in qualitative research allowed for reflection on
whether an adequate number of participants were sampled. Because saturation was met, there is a
higher likelihood that these themes drawn from the interviews with these youth would transfer to
the larger Latinx youth population who act as language brokers for their families.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to explore the stories of these youth to better understand
how they came to be language brokers in their families, their perspectives on their roles within
their families and their culture, and the perceived positives and challenges of this practice. The
descriptions below provide a brief introduction to the participants in this study. Many
participants began our interviews with a reserved manner, as most had never been exposed to a
“formal” virtual interview on Zoom prior to meeting for this research experience. Four of the
eleven participants were familiar to me through my field placements at an afterschool therapeutic
mentoring program that took place in an alternative high school. Although these were not
students who I directly worked with, their familiarity with my presence in the school may have
facilitated quicker rapport building. For me, having some knowledge of these students may have
helped me feel more confident in conducting these semi-structured interviews. Both male
identifying participants, Hector and Miguel, as well as Rosa and Ana were familiar with me from
my presence in their classes or participating in other activities that took place at the school.
Additionally, as I used a snowball method of recruiting, some participants had information about
my study and the interview process from the other youth who had referred them to the study.
The results of this study are presented in two parts. First, I wanted to introduce my
participants and let them tell their stories in their own words. As I listened to each adolescent, I
began to hear common ideas and statements. It is this commonality across participants that
generated the five identified themes. These are presented in the second part of this chapter.
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Participant Descriptions
Vanessa
Vanessa is a 14-year-old who identifies as Hispanic. She was the first youth to be
interviewed as well as the youngest of the participants by over two years. Prior to meeting with
Vanessa, I was not familiar with her, as she was recruited from a flyer within the public library.
Prior to starting the Zoom interview, I noted that I was very nervous. I had interviewed young
adult and adult language brokers before, but never with an adolescent and never over Zoom. The
nerves faded quickly as I met Vanessa, who was smiling from ear to ear, sitting in the car that
her mother had just parked at the store. Her mother had planned on running an errand while
Vanessa completed her interview but ended up staying in the car with Vanessa for the duration of
the interview.
During the beginning half of the interview, Vanessa was heard speaking to her mother in
Spanish prior to answering questions (potentially seeking guidance or affirmation) and giggling
in their own conversation about Vanessa’s answers. She was the only participant to have her
parent visibly present during the interview. Vanessa began quickly describing her experiences
interpreting for her mother in grocery and department stores. Specifically, Vanessa described her
experiences of interpreting with the cashiers when it was time to pay and the need to interact in
English was present. “It is a little weird for me because I get really nervous for no reason, but I
mean, after a little, it’s totally fine.” Vanessa is still learning Spanish as an adolescent and has
not had exposure to certain specialized vocabulary in English, such as medical terminology.
There are times when Vanessa must “start over” because she does not recognize the English
words being spoken to her and she becomes both confused and embarrassed.
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Vanessa is currently the only child language brokering for her immediate family, as she is
the oldest in a family of four children. Her three younger siblings are much younger than her,
making her the chosen language broker since she turned age ten. Although she has been language
brokering for 4 years, she noted that she still becomes very nervous when talking to other people.
My mom knows I am nervous [to language broker] and tries to be supportive. If she can
see I do not understand what she is saying, she will try to say it a different way …
interpreting has expanded my vocabulary quite a bit … but I still get really nervous.
After this question, Vanessa did appear to become momentarily quieter and more reserved, as
she had just revealed a very intimate and potentially embarrassing instance to a stranger. At this
moment, we pivoted and spoke about her family as well as her younger siblings. Once we spent
more time chatting and had established a stronger rapport, I was introduced to her mother via
Zoom, and we dove back into Vanessa’s story.
Vanessa shared that she and her mother’s relationship is strong, partially due to Vanessa
being entrusted to language broker for her mother often. “I guess we kind of understand each
other a lot better since I am basically repeating what she is saying over and over.” Vanessa
speaking for her mother in public seems to have established a deeper understanding of her
mother. Another example she shared was her participating during recent virtual parent-teacher
conferences. Vanessa was there to not only figure out the technology for her mother but to also
interpret her first high school conference via Zoom. This interaction appeared to have gone well
for Vanessa, “because the teachers like me and don’t have anything to say except that I am doing
good.” Vanessa did not have to interpret her preschool brother’s conference because his teacher
is fluent in Spanish and the conversation was fairly simple due to the nature of the schooling.
However, Vanessa was still “on-call” during the preschool conference in case her mother needed
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assistance understanding the teacher. It was interesting to me that, even though her brother’s
preschool teacher had probably communicated in Spanish with Vanessa’s mother prior to the
conference and self-identified as bilingual, Vanessa was expected to stay nearby, just in case.
Vanessa explained that by language brokering for her mother, she can see what life could
be like for her in the future as she prepared for adulthood.
Most of the time, I interpret for things that mostly adults just do. So, I am kind of getting
a glimpse into what I could say in that specific situation or things that you would do in
specific places, such as the bank or power companies … I interpret to see what my mom
has to say and what she has to do … then I know what I will have to do one day.
It was a surprise to me, after this explanation of a glimpse into the future as well as her various
experiences in public settings interpreting, that Vanessa summarized her language brokering
story using the word “oops!” She laughed and giggled on camera after providing this word,
following with the explanation that,
Sometimes I do get the words confused and then have to repeat myself over and over
again. Then, I have to wait for my mom to tell me, like what she really meant. And then, I
just sit there awkwardly laughing to myself once the interaction is done.
Vanessa ended our interview by thanking me over and over again for this opportunity. Her
mother also thanked me several times, when she returned to the car, for “choosing” her daughter
for this interview. This ending interaction made me feel good as a researcher, as I was being
thanked for something that for which I believed I should have been thanking them. It was nice to
feel as if I made Vanessa feel valuable and “heard” while listening her story about being a
language broker for her mother. Her mother thanking me gave me confidence that the questions I
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was asking were important and were ‘okay’ to be asking to members of a community of which I
was not a part.
Rosa
Rosa identified herself as a 16-year-old Mexican American. She was also one of the
younger participants as she had just turned 16 a few weeks before our interview. Rosa was living
in a small farming community with her father, mother, and three older siblings. She quickly
described herself as a minority at her school, stating that “there are not many Mexicans at my
school.” Rosa’s mother worked with my mother-and-law and therefore, we knew a little of each
other indirectly. This may have positively impacted Rosa’s responses; although she described
herself as shy, her answers were thorough and thoughtful.
Rosa’s interview occurred over Zoom because she had chosen this as her preferred
method of communication at the time. As I started the Zoom session, Rosa was heard speaking
Spanish to her mother in the background. She then entered a different room and closed the door
behind her. Rosa explained that she had “gotten ready” for our Zoom call and had done both her
make-up and hair before being seen on video. She quickly jumped into her interpreting story by
stating she began interpreting regularly for her family when she was approximately 8 years old.
Growing up with older siblings, Rosa had witnessed language brokering but had not yet adopted
this role. She started acting as the main language broker for her parents about six years ago when
she was out of school for the day and the older siblings were working. Her mother had a doctor’s
appointment and needed someone to help her understand her doctor. From there, Rosa began
interpreting at restaurants, grocery stores, and at her own school, as it was finally her turn to be
the language broker in the family.
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For Rosa, her language brokering experiences began once her older siblings were less
available to interpret for their parents. If her older siblings were present, they were asked to
interpret, but Rosa was now being asked to be a language broker more frequently. She attributes
this to her being the only one who wanted to “go into town” with her mother and because she is
the only child still in public school. When interpreting, Rosa described feeling supported by her
parents. “They are proud of me for being so fluent … a lot of people my age are not as fluent
anymore because they forget … I would say they are pretty proud.” Rosa smiled as she took a
moment to reflect and then stated, “I feel more and more confident doing it. I have more
knowledge about it (Spanish) and it helps me to not forget my language.”
Rosa noted that she is asked to interpret for immigrant students from Mexico who enter
her rural high school and do not yet speak English. She described situations where she is
expected to introduce new students to the class, interpret for the teachers, review school-wide
expectations, and help them navigate their classes. Rosa spoke very fast while describing this
experience, using her hands and becoming quite animated. She shared that she is a friendly
person and helps these students out as needed, with no questions asked. Rosa did say several
times that she was not aware of any Spanish-speaking teachers at the school, so she felt excited
to be asked to assist.
Rosa ended our time together by describing her experience as rewarding. She shared a
powerful reflection,
Having the ability to help them, I am thankful for. I know it’s hard not speaking English.
I have been there before when I was younger. I didn’t know how to go through that. I just
know others are thankful because it’s hard being on the other side of a language barrier.
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When I initially asked, it was explained to me that Rosa had attempted to teach her parents only
a few words in English. Upon reflection, this could be interpreted as logical, in that Rosa
referenced a pride in her language and family’s culture several times, referring to Spanish as
“her” / “our” language and identifying as Mexican American. There could be many reasons why
she has only taught her parents a few words, the exact reason is unknown. Throughout the
interview, Rosa kept a loud, high-pitched tone and spoke quickly. She gave me the impression of
someone who had a lot to say. She appeared comfortable with my questions and asked for
clarification once when needed about whether she could answer the question in English or in
Spanish.
When her mother gave her permission for Rosa to participate, I was nervous about her
age. She was younger than my other potential participants and she was only my second
interviewee. However, upon reflection, her younger age was helpful in that she could recall early
language brokering experiences with more detail than some of my older participants.
Briza
Briza was 18 at the time of our interview, making her at the older end of the participant
pool. She identified as both Mexican and Latina, stating that both identities were equally
important to her. Briza was 10 years old at the time she began language brokering for her family.
Briza grew up with her older brother, older sister, mother, and father in the home. She currently
lives with her mother and father, as her older siblings have moved out of the family home. With
Briza being the only child at home, she is the main language broker for her mother and father.
Briza chose to have her interview over Zoom, as she had the day off from school and was going
to go to the store with her mother later that afternoon.
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Briza described both interpreting and translating for her family. Her mother works on a
team that cleans houses and sometimes comes home with papers from her boss that ask her about
the jobs she completed or other relevant aspects of her job. These papers may just need to be
read to her mother or may need to be filled out in some capacity and returned to the company.
Her mother asks Brisa to help her translate these. Brisa willingly shared her feelings around this
experience.
I try to sound as professional as I can so that kind of makes me nervous you know it’s her
boss so I don’t want to anything that I say to impact her work … or if I say something
wrong, I just don’t want that to … backlash to her.
Briza had not always been the language broker for her parents. For years, she had
watched her older siblings interpret at the school, grocery store, or in the bank. As her siblings
began college or had moved out to start their own family, Briza became the chosen broker. This
unspoken expectation may have occurred out of convenience (as the only child left in the home)
and because her parents continued to need this type of support. During the interview, Briza spoke
at length about being the youngest sibling and how that impacted her language brokering
experiences. Although Spanish was her first language, she had “lost” a lot of it in schooling and
speaking with her older siblings at home in English. As she moved into the role of the family
language broker, Briza found that her Spanish skills were lacking. She shared that “there was a
time where my Spanish was not the best … I didn’t know how to read or write in Spanish, and I
had to teach myself so that I got a lot better.” As she began interpreting more for her family, her
Spanish improved. Language brokering was an important responsibility for her, so she took the
time to improve her Spanish in order to support her family.
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Briza was also the first participant I spoke with to speak about not only interpreting for
her immediate family but also interpreting for members of the community. For example, if she
saw someone who appeared to require assistance, such as at a bank or in the grocery store
checkout line, she would step in to help interpret. Briza described her rationale.
I hope someone would do the same for my parents and treat them well. I know the
struggle of being out in the world and not being able to communicate. I treat others
kindly so that someone will hopefully do that for my mom one day.
Briza often interpreted in a variety of locations and as she was helping her own family, she was
willing to assist others as well.
One setting for her language brokering was at school for her own parent-teacher
conference. She noted, “Parent-teacher conferences are kinda weird. Praising myself sometimes
where the teacher was saying so many things about me and I didn’t want to sound like I was
overly doing it to my parents.” Briza’s parent-teacher conference experience was overall
positive, as she “did everything good” in school and the conversation was simple and easy.
Apparently, Briza’s school did not have many Spanish-speaking staff who could assist with these
conferences. However, when it came to language brokering in the doctor’s office, this was a bit
more difficult for her. The complexity of the language needed in this environment as well as the
seriousness of the situation contributed to Briza’s faltering with her words or needing to ask for
clarification, as she did not understand what the medical professional was asking all of the time.
Throughout the duration of the interview, Briza was very quick to answer questions and
gave in-depth answers, often elaborating or wanting to add to the answer before being asked the
next question. Briza reflected for a long time on the impact interpreting has had on her family. I
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remember when I heard her response, it brought a smile to my face. It made me hopeful for other
powerful reflections from her, such as this one she shared with me:
I feel like I wouldn’t have to do this if my parents knew perfect English. If I didn’t have
to interpret for them (my parents) it would make me think a lot different of those people
who struggle at the store. I feel like when I help people in the stores or at my job at the
movie theater, I could always tell, a customer with a heavy accent, that I just knew they
needed help. When I answered them in Spanish and that’s when they got so happy and
say, “Oh my gosh! You speak Spanish! Thank you for helping me like that” and that
made me feel so good, that they kept coming back to me. I really want to help make it
less difficult for these people.
Throughout the interview, Briza gave the impression that she had many stories and a lot of
personal accounts that she was eager to share. According to Briza, this was her first time sharing
these stories and sitting down to think about her experiences in this type of way. Briza ended the
interview by thanking me for helping her talk about these experiences and left our Zoom
interview with a large smile on her face.
Miguel
Miguel, an 18-year-old male, identified as Hispanic and started interpreting for others in
his family, community, and school when he was 15 years old. Miguel was the first maleidentifying youth to be interviewed in this study. He currently lives with his mother and younger
brother. His family immigrated from Mexico before he was born, and his father had left the
family home several years before this interview took place. Miguel was unable to tell me about
the exact age he what when his father left the family home, however, he was still able to see him
and language broker for his father, despite him not living in the family home any longer. This
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interview was conducted in person as Miguel was one of the students who was at the high school
where I had completed my field placements. When Miguel first entered the room at his high
school for the interview, he shook the researcher’s hand and laughed, as he figured that this
would surprise me. During our previous interactions, he had never shaken my hand and he was
known for wanting to make others laugh, specifically adults. This small action was one of those
instances where he was potentially uncomfortable and wanted to start out by making me laugh at
the beginning of the interview. Miguel and I were familiar with one another because I sometimes
entered his classroom at the small, alternative high school he attended to do social-emotional
lessons as part of my fieldwork.
Miguel began telling his story by remembering a time when he had ordered at a fast-food
drive-thru with his father and little brother. Because Miguel’s father did not speak English, it was
commonplace for him to act as a language broker in this type of setting. He began interpreting
for his mother, grandparents, and uncles when he was about 15. Although it was now just, he, his
mother and younger brother at home, previously extended family were in the home. a, shortly
after his father left the home. Shortly after his father left home, Miguel became involved in the
juvenile justice system. He now translates his own court paperwork and proceedings so his
mother can understand what is happening with his case. When asked about this experience,
Miguel stated that “the court has offered me an interpreter a couple of times, but my mom
chooses to stick with me … I don’t mind it.” Even though the legal documents and proceedings
are about charges against him, Miguel’s mother trusts him to be a language broker, instead of a
court-provided interpreter. When reflecting on this, it was terrifying to me that Miguel was
interpreting this high-stakes situation on his own. It leaves me wondering if he understands the
magnitude of the situation as well as the intricacies of local and state laws.

56
Miguel’s mother does not speak English and she has consistently relied on others to
interpret for her. Miguel’s older sister currently works as a professional interpreter in a
neighboring town. Miguel referred to his sister’s profession as “pretty badass.” However, she
does not act as the main interpreter for her family since she is living with her husband in a
different city.
When describing his past and present school experiences, Miguel leaned backward in his
chair and smiled at the interviewer. Miguel stated that he often interpreted at his previous high
school when new immigrant students who spoke little English were enrolled. Miguel explained,
“[T]they would always pull me out of class and then be like, can you help us out with telling
these kids what to do? And I would always do it.” He also interpreted for his own and his
younger brother’s parent-teacher conferences. Miguel was currently three classes away from
being a high school graduate through his alternative high school program. Based on some of our
earlier conversations, I knew that school had not been an easy journey for Miguel, as that was
where he had first interacted with the police after getting into a fight with a peer. School was
difficult for Miguel, specifically after he sustained a brain injury resulting from an altercation
with police. Also, his family was involved in a local gang, creating a reputation for him within
the community. Despite these negative feelings towards school and significant police
involvement, Miguel stated that “I was always the one chosen to interpret because I am pretty
fluent in Spanish.” A large smile came across his face when he said this, continuing to rock back
in his chair with his hands behind his head.
In some ways, Miguel held the same role at his place of employment. He was one of the
only language brokers I interviewed to speak about his current place of employment, as it was
not a direct question I asked. He was working at the local Wal-Mart stocking shelves and
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described himself as the “go-to” guy for interpreting for Spanish-speaking customers. He
reportedly wears a lapel pin on his vest that indicates he is bilingual, displaying the words
“Hablo Español.” In addition to the customers at his place of employment, Miguel continues to
interpret for his mother, calling himself the “one she chose to help her out.” He describes how
much his Spanish has improved in terms of his fluency and understanding of different words and
phrases. His mother often asks him to be a language broker when they were at a restaurant or
making a phone call to the doctor’s office. Miguel went into more detail about the doctor’s
saying that “it used to be hard because they use big words, you know? But now, when I go with
my mom, I know what they are going to say, and I’ll just tell her the exact same thing.”
Miguel has attempted to teach his mother some English phrases, however, he continues
to language broker for her when he is not at school or working. He noted that because of his
experiences as a language broker, he feels more comfortable talking to other people, either at
school, his job, or when meeting new people in the community. He has become less awkward
when language brokering and now reports feeling comfortable with his role. He described his
earlier attempts as uncomfortable as people questioned him and he was not confident in his
abilities. Miguel wishes people did not think that children who language broker are lying to their
parents and saying something “completely different” than what is being said. Miguel continued
to state that he is confident in his skills because he is” good” at Spanish. Throughout the
interview, it was clear that he perceived his Spanish skills in his role as an interpreter with
confidence and seriousness as he claimed he was “more than fluent.”
Miguel ended his interview by stating that interpreting for his family and peers was
important to his development as a young adult by making him more confident in himself and his
language. Miguel often made jokes and laughed while explaining his answers. He appeared
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relaxed, often leaning back in his chair and making eye contact. Compared to other participants,
Miguel was able to provide multiple examples of his language brokering with his mother, father,
peers, and community members. Because Miguel was one of the older participants in this study,
and familiar with me, he may have been more open relaxed and open with his responses,
providing a greater depth of information.
Sage
Sage was my only participant who did not live in the area where this study was
conducted. At the time of the study, she was a 16-year-old language broker living on the West
Coast. Her interview was conducted through an online videoconferencing platform. When asked
how she identified herself, she spoke at length about the current Latinx movement in her region,
her own worldview, and how this has influenced her to identify as being Hispanic as well as
Latinx. Sage began describing her experience of interpreting for her family when she was eight
years old by helping her grandmother when she was paying for something in a store. Growing
up, Sage’s grandmother did not live with her family, but they spent significant time together and
out in the community. Sage grew up with her mother, father, three brothers, and one sister. Not
only did Sage interpret for her grandmother, but also her father.
I remember fourth-grade parent-teacher conference. My teacher didn’t speak Spanish,
which was rare for where we live because of the large Hispanic community in East LA. I
had to translate for my dad at that time or when we watch TV.
Sage interpreted her own parent-teacher conferences, as her closest older sibling at the time was
16 years older than she is and no longer living in the family home, available to interpret for
everyday events such as this. With Sage being the youngest sibling, and the wide age gap, there
were many opportunities for her to act as the language broker for the family. This experience

59
was frustrating for her. “It’s frustrating because I have broken Spanish, too. So, I guess it’s that
thing called Spanglish. … It is frustrating to find the right words.” Both she and her father spoke
this combined language, she with more English than Spanish, and he with more Spanish and
limited English. As Sage began interpreting for him, she found herself to be stuttering a lot, not
knowing the words or how to explain what her father wanted her to communicate. As Sage
reflected back, she noted that her Spanish was a lot worse when she was younger and still feels
as if her fluency is not to the standard she would like it to be. She explained, “the thing about it
is, I can understand Spanish but when I speak it, it’s like really bad. I can get my point across,
but I still have a way to go.” Sage went on to describe a recent interaction where she needed to
interpret for her father, who had contracted COVID-19, to his boss about needing to miss work.
Sage expressed her mixed feelings about being a language broker. “I don’t really mind it, but I’m
just like ugh, again?” As I reflected on our interview, I saw an adolescent who had a lot of talents
that served her family, but also had a lot of passion (Latinx advocacy, learning American Sign
Language, etc.) and wanted to serve herself and those passions as well, without always being
asked to serve as a language broker.
Sage became the language broker for her family when her siblings grew up and began
“doing their own thing.” From a fairly young age, Sage was the only one available and thus,
became the main interpreter, describing her experiencing as “frustrating.” Despite her occasional
frustration, she has not attempted to teach her father or grandmother any English words or
phrases. Sage seemed to have pride in her family’s language and noted that “Spanish is a
beautiful thing.” and since she is trying to learn more Spanish from her family, adding English
lessons for her elders into the mix would not make sense for her at this time. This knowledge of
Spanish has helped her on a trip outside of the country as well, being surrounded with a familiar
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language of Spanish while not in her hometown. Sage seemed to reflect on her answer before
providing her overall impression of language brokering; she responded, with a lot of facial
expressions and use of her hands. Her response reflected the complex dynamics between learning
English and learning Spanish.
I am thankful that I live in a state where I understand. I can go by understanding what
people are telling me. I am so thankful that I got the opportunity to learn English and
grew up speaking Spanish. Going to school broke my Spanish a lot … I had to take
speech therapy for my English. I speak Spanish at school and even took a Spanish class,
it wasn’t a weird thing. It was pretty cool.
Currently, Sage is attempting to learn American Sign Language (ASL). She credited this
effort to her love of both learning languages as well as helping people in the community who
have communication barriers. She has interpreted for peers at school in ASL. She sees this as a
“flex because not that many people are bilingual.” To Sage, “flex” meant that she was showing
off her skills and her bilingualism made me feel good.
During the interview, Sage made multiple references to her community and school
experiences. These experiences in her community, such as interpreting for strangers or being a
part of cultural movements by going to marches and researching current terms and causes,
seemed to be part of the moments that shaped her identity as a young Latinx person as well as a
language broker. Her reflection and use of the term community when referencing Latinx
movements/social causes stuck out to me. As a 16-year-old, she was very aware and articulately
communicating the culture in which she was living in and learning more about daily in her
school and home communities.
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Ana
Ana was 18 years old at the time of the Zoom interview; she was one of the oldest
adolescents in this project. I knew Ana from my extern placement at the local high school. Ana
had been one of the first students to approach me about the opportunity to participate in this
study. She had learned about it after the school principal had told her about this opportunity in
their weekly meeting. We decided that rather than conducting the interview at school, that it
would be best to hold the meeting on a day when she did not have school or work. Although Ana
and I had brief interactions at school, I found myself feeling anxious and excited about having an
extended conversation with her about her experiences as a language broker for her family, as this
was not something we had spoken about before.
Ana was seven years old when she began interpreting for her family. Most recently, Ana
had interpreted for her mother at her mother’s doctor’s appointment. This type of interaction was
a common occurrence for Ana. She stated, “I am kind of used to it. I have even been studying a
bit more medical terms, so I know how to pronounce them correctly in Spanish when I am telling
my mom.” When Ana and her mother go to the doctor’s office or another public place, staff will
sometimes ask Ana if her mother would like a professional interpreter. Her mother always
declines this offer and asks Ana to be her interpreter. According to Ana, her father also prefers
her to be the language broker, but occasionally hospital and medical office policy does not allow
her to perform this role. Ana appeared matter of fact when describing her experience interpreting
for her parents in professional settings, explaining, “I am honestly pretty used to it now. But
when I first started doing it, it was kind of scary because my brain had to work a little quickly
just to translate everything they were saying.” Ana shared the task of language brokering with
her older sister. However, when her older sister moved out of the family home, Ana became the
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sole interpreter for her mother and father, as neither were comfortable having public
conversations in English.
Ana did not remember a specific instance or day when she began acting as a language
broker. “It just feels like something I have always done; you know? I just started doing it as a
way to help my parents … and when I do it [language broker] I feel pretty good.” Ana grew up
watching her sister interpret for their parents. Sometimes, when they were in more casual
environments or “lower stakes” settings such as community events or church, Ana would
practice language brokering even though her older sister was present. At this point in our
conversation, Ana had a huge smile on her face and it was hard not for me to smile along with
her. She spoke quickly, explaining that going to school to be an interpreter is “on her list,”
second to cosmetology school. From my previous conversations with Ana, I knew that
cosmetology school was a lifelong dream for her, as she often was asked to do friends’ and
family members’ hair and make-up. I was surprised to hear that she had considered going to
school to be an interpreter. Months later, after our interview was long past, I found out that Ana
had enrolled at the local community college and was taking two classes, both in medical
terminology. I was pleased to hear this and thought back on our interview where she had shared
stories about wanting to learn more medical Spanish and enjoying interpreting for her mother
and father in the community.
Ana’s smile quickly faded when talking about speaking her native language at school.
Only two weeks prior to our meeting, she had been asked to interpret for newcomer peers who
were not yet comfortable having conversations with teachers in English. When Ana has peers
who are not fluent in English in her classes, she will ask for teacher permission to explain the
English assignment and directions to them to help them understand what is being asked of them.
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Sometimes she will text them in class, making sure that they understand and offering help if
needed. However, Ana described the mixed feelings she had when she first started helping other
students. At times, she felt very uncomfortable and wondered what others thought of her
speaking Spanish at school.
I used to feel like, you know, or I don’t think it necessarily judged, it was just
like nervous or embarrassed or something because sometimes I feel like people would
think that’s like, weird. Why is she, especially when they don’t know the language, they
would think like no, that’s weird. Like, why is she speaking Spanish, you know?
Ana stated that she no longer has these feelings when speaking Spanish at school and believes
that it is more common or normal compared to previous years. She reiterated that “some people
just need extra help” and that was continuing to drive her motivation for speaking to peers in
Spanish, despite what others might think of her.
Ana excitingly shared that interpreting for her family made her feel grateful in several
different ways.
I honestly don’t think it has impacted me in a bad way. I feel like it’s not something that I
owe to my parents but it’s something that helps them, that they can’t get for free other
places … my parents used to struggle a lot more than they do now with me interpreting
and helping them … I am grateful that I get the opportunity to know two languages and I
know that my family and the people I help are grateful for me.
Ana interprets for her mother at their place of employment, a local Mexican food restaurant.
Because of her younger age in the food service industry as compared to the other servers there
and her still being in school, Ana stated that she was “grateful” that her mother’s boss allowed
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her to work there as well, to not only help her mother, but allow her to earn money and obtain
some work experience.
Ana has attempted to teach her mother and father some English words. She started
teaching them words they wanted to learn using the remote control for the family television. She
taught them words such as Netflix or YouTube, as well as how to read the commands that came
up on the television. Also, Ana has taught her mother basic greetings as well as conversational
English. However, she noted that her mother says the English phrases are not “sticking with her.”
This appeared to be frustrating to Ana as she described repeatedly trying to teach these phrases to
her mother. Ana thinks that it was easier for her to learn English and Spanish at the same time.
Even though Spanish was her first language, she learned English “when her brain was still
growing … it was easy to learn it in school.”
When asked, Ana quickly identified Mexican as her ethnic identity. Looking back, other
youth who participated tended to take longer to identify with a specific label or chose a
combination of identities (e.g., Hispanic and Latinx, Mexican and Latinx). In contrast, Ana’s
response was quick and confident. She stated that her family was from Mexico, and she
considers herself Mexican. This theme of confidence was seen throughout my time spent with
Ana. This confidence building throughout the interview may have been because we did have
rapport prior to inviting her to tell me her language brokering story. By the end of our time
together she appeared very confident, and she was not difficult to elicit information from. Ana
had many stories to share and an obvious passion to accompany these stories of her life.
Maggie
Maggie is a 17-year-old adolescent who agreed to be interviewed after hearing about the
experience from her friend, Ana. Maggie was the first, and only, participant I interviewed who
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did not identify as Hispanic or Mexican. Maggie’s biological parents are from Honduras and
Puerto Rico, therefore, she identified as Honduran and Puerto Rican. Growing up, her mother,
stepfather, and two younger siblings lived with her. Although Maggie attended the high school
where I had completed my external practicum, I had not met or interacted with her prior to our
Zoom interview. Maggie and her mother both greeted me at the beginning of the interview.
Maggie was explaining to her mother in Spanish the consent and the purpose of the Zoom call. I
sat back and allowed Maggie to take the lead as she acted as a language broker between myself
and her mother.
In contrast to my other participants, it seemed like it took longer for Maggie and I to
build rapport. She offered brief answers to my questions, and I found myself asking several
follow-up questions in an effort to get more information. Maggie did share her most recent
language brokering experience, aside from the one described above. She had just returned from
the beauty supplies store where her mother had needed her help to interpret a question. Maggie
explained in a had asked an employee about a specific type of curling iron. She appeared to
“shrug off” the experience, by explaining, “I do it every day. Doctors’ visits, anywhere in
general, phone calls, everywhere it is needed.” As I did not know Maggie outside of this
interaction, I was not sure whether her shorter replies were because she was not used to speaking
about her language brokering, if she was just quieter by nature, or if it was because she did not
know me. During our time together, she was interrupted three different times by her mother and
sister as I heard her speaking Spanish for them both on the phone as well as for clarification
between one another. Even with the interruptions, she insisted on continuing the interview,
stating “no big deal, I do it all the time.” This was a first for me, to watch language brokering
during our interviews. The fluidity with which Maggie alternated between an English interview
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with me and English/Spanish language brokering between member of her family gave me a
glimpse into her life as she continued to share her story.
Maggie began language brokering for her family when she was nine years old. She often
interprets from English to Spanish for her mother and grandmother, but then will interpret from
Spanish to English for her younger brother and sister. Her youngest sister does not speak Spanish
and is currently “refusing to learn.” She believes her mother is appreciative, often thanking
Maggie for her help and for being willing to speak Spanish. She has attempted to teach her
younger brother some Spanish, stating that it would help him communicate with his family. At
times, Maggie shared that she does not understand the words that are being said in English by
doctors. Other times, she has been reluctant to accompany her mother to doctor’s appointments
for her mother because it meant that she would have to miss school. While she does feel good
about helping and getting to leave situations she does not want to be in, such as being at school,
she does have mixed feelings about interpreting so often.
Maggie was recently suspended from school and needed to interpret to her mother why
she had been suspended. When asked to do this, she remembered, “I threw in a little lie here and
a little lie there, you know, but overall, she (her mother) wouldn’t know if I was lying or not, so
it was okay, I guess.” Perhaps because she was uncomfortable, Maggie shifted our discussion to
her own identity as a Spanish speaker in her community and how she did not quite fit in since
she was not of Mexican descent, as were the majority of her peers. Maggie seemed to be both
proud of this difference as well as feeling somewhat isolated at times.
Because I am Honduran and Puerto Rican, my Spanish is different than what you would
usually hear … and sometimes that is a language barrier itself … my Spanish is a little bit
different. When I speak to a Mexican, there are words that I do not know and words that
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they do not know. Other Spanish-speaking kids make fun of me at school and it makes
me feel insecure about my Spanish. So I won’t speak and shut down altogether.
In addition to this, Maggie also told me the story of her parents meeting and immigrating to the
United States, which made her proud to be their daughter. When she was explaining this story
about her parents as well as the story of classmates making fun of her, she became very
animated. This looked like her often repeating herself and using a lot of nonverbal
communication when telling her story.
Maggie stated that language brokering was useful to her growing up, as she was able to
speak in both English and Spanish. She enjoys communicating and interpreting for both her
immediate and extended family. Maggie has attempted to teach her mother English at different
times and even encouraged her to attend night classes. However, she noted that her mother
feared being made fun of as the reason why her mother never completed the classes, having
stopped attending them all together. This instance of her mother not wanting to attend the classes
very much reminded me of Maggie’s experience in school that she had shared with me earlier on
in our time together. Overall, Maggie was able to articulate her experience and why she felt it
was “useful” throughout the interview. We seemed to build rapport with one another throughout
the interview and by the end, she was sharing more personal accounts of her experiences and the
cultural identities that she holds, which are perceived much different than others in her classes.
Her experience speaking a different type of Spanish than others around her made her unique.
Additionally, she was unique in that she served as a language broker between two family
members, not just for one family member. I left that interview reflecting on how impactful it was
to not only see the language brokering being woven throughout our time together but how
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Maggie was able to blossom and share her story with me while giving me a glimpse into her
daily life as a child language broker.
Arali
Arali had just turned 18 years old when I conducted my Zoom-based interview with her.
She was a student at the same alternative school that has been described earlier. I had never met
her before through my role in the school. We started our time with introductions and small talk to
build rapport. Arali informed me that she identified as a Latina Hispanic woman, Chicana, and
Mexican American. She spoke of these identities as all-encompassing to her and seemed to have
pride in her voice as she announced how she viewed herself. Arali seemed eager to answer my
questions and jumped from her identity to telling me about her mother and brother’s doctor
appointments last week. It quickly became clear that Arali would have more than a few stories to
tell, it was just a matter of allowing her the space to tell them.
Arali lives with her mother, stepfather, older brother, and two younger siblings. With
having siblings comes many responsibilities for Arali, Arali is the main language broker for her
parents and began in this role of language broker when she was about seven years old. Last
week, Arali accompanied her younger siblings to their doctor’s appointments. Arali was there in
order “to ensure her mother understood and could figure out what was going on.” This seemed
like an unusual language brokering situation as her mother was on the phone while Arali was at
the doctor’s office in-person, as only one person was allowed in the office at that time due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Arali was acting as a supervisor to her siblings and language broker for
her mother and the physician all at the same time. Arali described that she language brokers in
other situations such as parent-teacher conferences, at the grocery store, and at the food bank.
She noted that sometimes she is expected to interpret or translate in situations that she
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“obviously doesn’t understand at all.” Her example for this included translating government
documents from the Department of Immigration. These letters are written in English and require
translation to Spanish which Arali attempts to do for her family.
As Arali was listing out all these various situations and responsibilities, I felt myself
become overwhelmed by simply listening to t her day-to-day life. I asked how Arali feels about
these situations and she quickly responded that she “feels blessed to be able to help her [mother]
in a way that she sometimes doesn’t even understand. Sometimes it is frustrating just because I
don’t know everything. I wish I did. But I just do my best.” Arali described her desire to learn
more Spanish in order to increase her skills as a language broker. Being a language broker has
been a long held identity for her and she stated that she had performed this role “as long as I can
even remember. Like in elementary school, I went back and forth between two languages often
… I am blessed to speak both languages.” At the age of 18, she is the only language broker for
her parents. Her older brother has moved out of the family home and her mother does not trust
the Spanish skills of the two younger siblings.
Although Arali’s siblings do not language broker, they frequently witness Arali as she
enrolled them at their school and interpreted during their parent-teacher conferences. Arali’s
language brokering was different than the other participants. Whereas both the participant and
caregiver would be present during the needed transaction (e.g., checking out at a store,
interpreting for a physician), in Arali’s case she was carrying out these tasks alone. It was Arali’s
responsibility to enroll her younger siblings at school and provide ongoing communication with
their teachers. Then, she would relay information to her mother either via email or school-based
application, such as SeeSaw. Arali did not seem to mind what school staff thought of this
dynamic, explaining that “I am just kind of used to it. It is my thing and you [school staff] can
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think whatever you want.” Arali noted that she was attempting to teach her parents English since
neither her mother’s or stepfather’s employers speak Spanish. She is “extremely proud” of her
parents for continuing to practice using simple, short sentences in English.
Arali also uses her Spanish to communicate with her peers at school. I remember how
much her affect changed as I asked her about school; she began to smile and laugh. When I noted
her change in demeanor, she laughed again and gave me a detailed picture of her interactions at
school were like. “It is fun, speaking Spanish at school because there’s like specific things, I just
want to tell one person. And when I say it, and no one else around understands it, it’s like an
advantage … it is pretty cool”
Arali described her experience of language brokering as “yo no sabo.” In English, this
loosely translates to “I don’t know.” She explained this play on words being that she, and other
peers at school who were fluent, would always know when someone else in their class did not
know as much Spanish. It seemed to be a bit of a putdown for students who thought they knew
more Spanish than they did, hence the “yo no sabo.” Also, she applied this saying to herself.
Although her acknowledged her Spanish abilities as strong by saying, “Spanish is my first
language. I consider my Spanish really good.” However, in her school and community, she
sometimes has felt “less than.” Although Arali laughed continuously when providing this
answer, even explaining it to me two separate times to ensure I understood, I wondered whether
the laughter was genuine or a cover, or both. both her story as well as her playful joke within the
answer.
When interpreting for her parents, Arali explained that at first she felt like the “yo no
sabo” kid, because she did not believe she knew enough Spanish to be doing so. She thought that
people would perceive her as not fluent or that she was lying about her knowledge of Spanish
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and English when language brokering. Currently, Arali continues to struggle with her “English
lisp.” She explained that due to English being her second language, she experiences a lisp that
she “hates and wants to work on.”
I just dislike it so much. And I know I shouldn’t because there are people that don’t even
know how to start speaking English. I have to take advantage of knowing how to read,
write, and speak it all in both languages. So I try not to let it get to me … sometimes it’s
just hard.
Arali allowed me to see into her life and story as a child language broker in the short time
we had together. She gave me a multi-dimensional look into her experiences, sharing both the
good times as well as the difficult feelings and experiences she had endured. I was thankful for
her honesty as well as the high level of self-reflection that contributed to the depth of her unique
story of feeling as if she was not good enough to be a language broker and not wanting to
embarrass herself or her family.
Selena
Selena was 18 years old at the time of her interview over Zoom. This was my first
interaction with Selena, and she appeared very reserved. Although she appeared to be a willing
to participant, she was much more reserved than the other adolescent language brokers I had
interviewed previously. I struggled to build rapport with her and to help her tell her story. I was
hesitant of making her uncomfortable so found myself holding back as well. Despite this, Selena
began her story the way that many of the other youth had by speaking about language brokering
for her mother and their relationship.
Selena had been interpreting for her mother for since she was eight years of age, similar
to other participants in my study. Selena described language brokering every day for her family
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within the community. These settings have included the grocery store, bank, school, or even in
their own home. I remember being curious how Selena could be a language broker inside of their
family home. Although not exactly fitting the definition of language brokering, Selena translates
the bills and other mail that arrives in English because her mother is not able to read it on her
own. This process that allowed the family to continue to take care of necessary bills and other
business matters appeared to be an everyday, routine task for Selena. As she spoke about
translating bills, she did not change her expression or seem to show any specific emotion. She
explained this language brokering experience in a way that seemed to suggest that there was
nothing special or unique about her responsibility in the home.
In addition to language brokering for her mother at home, Selena also serves as the
primary contact for her younger sister’s school. She is the one who communicates with the
teachers through email and over the phone when needed. Selena stated that she language brokers
in this type of situation because she is the person in the family who speaks the most English.
Selena has some of these same teachers when she was in elementary school, so they were
familiar with her and her family, making the communication easier and less “weird” for Selena
and her mother. Selena spoke a lot about her relationship with her mother and how her role as a
language broker was her way of giving back to and supporting her mother.
My mom is my everything, so I like to help her … interpreting for her is good. When I
am doing it [language brokering] I just think about helping my mom. She is my main
supporter, so I support her with whatever she needs.
She described her mother as her main support in life, despite the “dumb decisions” she has made,
so supporting her mother in this way makes sense for Selena.
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Selena described her overall language brokering experience as “good.” This nondescript
word and lack of explanation for the choice of this word fit with Selena’s subdued presentation
during our interview. She was hesitant to provide in-depth explanations and I needed to ask
many follow up questions to get a more complete picture. It seemed hard for her to put into
words something that she does every single day, without thinking. Selena reiterated that her
experience language brokering was good.
I had never really had an issue interpreting for my family. Because my parents do
everything for me, I am thankful. So, if they ask me to do one simple thing for them, such
as interpret, it’s not the end of the world … sometimes, people will give me weird looks
out in public, but you get used to it.
Being the oldest child, she grew up with her mother and father as well as two younger siblings. It
was interesting for me to see the contrast between the shy young woman that Selena seemed to
be, and to hear about her ability to ignore the attention and “weird looks” she received in public.
As the interview continued, she seemed to increase in confidence, especially when I asked her to
describe herself. Selena explained that she identified most with the term Hispanic when asked
how she would like to be identified and that she enjoys the name, Selena, as one of her favorite
icons shared the same name and is different from her own name. Looking back, while Selena
was difficult to build rapport with, her story came together and shined through the Zoom call.
Jasmine
As I continued to reflect on my experience interviewing these language brokers and
began to reach saturation in my work, I had the privilege of meeting Jasmine. Jasmine was 16
years old at the time of the interview and identified as Mexican. I had not met Jasmine
previously as she learned about the study when she noticed my recruitment flyer. Jasmine had
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just returned home from language brokering for her mother at the local Wal-Mart when she
joined the Zoom interview. Her mother needed to transfer cash onto a prepaid debit card and
Jasmine assisted by interpreting for her mother because the customer service clerk was not able
to speak Spanish. Jasmine interprets for her mother “everywhere and about anything” as she is
“always by her side” to be a language broker.
Jasmine not only acts as a language broker for people she knows, such as her mother, but
also for students at school, even when she does not know them. Jasmine described a situation
that occurred at her school in the past week where no one could find a staff interpreter so an
administrator had asked her to interpret for a new student. Jasmine explained that it was “kind of
good and kind of scary.” This explanation matched her facial expression at the time, as she
seemed to relive experience. Her eyes opened wide as she described interpreting for a girl that
she did not know. Even though she was scared at first, Jasmine helped out when asked to, adding
that she “really, really likes translating” She went on to explain:
A lot of Spanish people, they don’t understand English. And I feel like it’s just fun,
because my mom, my whole life she didn’t speak English. And I understand what it is
like for others to not be able to speak English. Since I know both languages well, I really
like to help … I do get nervous because if it’s really important, I don’t want to miss a
good part to translate. I try really hard and concentrate.
Jasmine’s passion for interpreting and the effort she put into doing it well were evident to me as
we spoke. She voiced very strong and matter-of-fact opinions when she spoke and did not seem
to hesitate when explaining her thoughts on feelings on this subject.
Jasmine was the natural child in the family to be the language broker because she was the
oldest sibling, having only one younger brother. She lives with her mother, father, and younger
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brother. She began to interpret at age seven, as neither of her parents spoke English. As she
described her experience interpreting for her family, she chose the word “confident.” She stated
that she has become “better” at Spanish since beginning to interpret for her family. As her skills
improved, she has become more confident when language brokering. Similar to the other
participants, she expressed how good she felt being able to help her mother.
It was really hard for my mom to learn the language and be a mother at the same time.
So, I began to step up for her and speak the language I was learning in school (English).
And then, she just started taking me places and I just started always translating for her.
I was struck by the range of experiences Jasmine has had as a 16-year-old language broker. She
had been taken to her mother’s job interviews when they lived in a rural community, as her
mother was nervous that no one would be able to understand her if Jasmine was not there. This
seemed to be a very large responsibility to ask of a young person, but Jasmine’s tone and body
language did not appear any different than her story of interpreting at the Wal-Mart. For her, this
role was just another daily part of her life. Jasmine did go on to add that the experience of being
a language broker at her mother’s job interviews helped her to realize that she needed to learn
more Spanish in order to be successful in her role.
After knowing Jasmine for only a short period of time, it was no surprise to me that she
chose “confidence” as her word to describe her experience of language brokering. Jasmine was
able to quickly share with me multiple experiences and did not appear to hesitate or question
herself or her feelings when describing these. Jasmine shared that she was able to do something
that not many people do for their parents and that had watched herself become much more
confident in her ability to language broker in Spanish. She is now in the process of helping her
mother to learn English. Jasmine was one of the only participants to share that their parent was
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actively trying to learn English and that she is helping with this process. Her mother is
attempting to become a United States citizen because this test is only offered in English. Jasmine
is using her skills from being a student at school and her experience as a language broker to help
her mother pronounce words correctly, learn vowel sounds (and their exceptions), and name all
50 states.
Jasmine appeared very knowledgeable in her explanation of the process, stating that she
was taught these things in kindergarten and is now teaching her mother how to speak and study
using these same techniques. We ended our time together with Jasmine laughing, stating that she
just wanted me to know how much she loves to interpret for people and was glad that she had
gotten the opportunity to share her story. After leaving the Zoom call, I found myself smiling as
well. She had been very easy to talk to; it felt like a conversation I would have had with someone
I knew well. I was glad to have been the one to hear her story and reinforce her confidence in her
own skills as a child language broker.
Hector
Hector was the last participant that I interviewed and was the only other male in this
study. He currently lives with his younger siblings as well as his parents and maternal
grandmother. Hector was 18 years old at the time of the interview and shared that he had started
to interpret for family members when he was seven years old. Growing up, Hector’s extended
family from Mexico came to visit his family in the United States frequently, especially during
the summer months. During school breaks, he often went to Mexico to visit these and other
extended family members.
Hector and Miguel (the first participant described) are friends, as they attend the same
alternative school together and knew each other prior to transferring to their present
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school. Miguel had referred Hector to me and told him a little about the study. Hector noted that
he had seen me around the school. As with some of the other participants, I was familiar to them,
but we did not really know each other prior to the interview. Like Miguel, Hector was only a few
classes away from graduating. Several weeks after the interview, I was present as Hector
completed his last test of high school which would make him an official graduate. When Hector
entered the room with me, he immediately shook my hand and sat down, spilling his armload of
materials and the contents of his bag onto the table. Hector quickly organized his drinks, hat, and
books before noting he was ready for the interview to begin.
Hector began unraveling his language brokering history by sharing an example of him
completing his father’s taxes. His father had asked Hector to go to a tax preparation office with
him so they could have the family’s tax forms completed. He described this experience as scary
because it was the first time he had interpreted by himself for something that was “pretty
serious.” His next interpreting memory involved interpreting for his mother, who accompanies
him to the eye doctor every six months during his regularly scheduled appointments. Several
years ago, he had surgery on his eye and still wears glasses to correct his vision. The reason that
he and his mother do not use a professional interpreter is “that it feels really awkward having a
stranger just sit with us.”
Hector described his experience as a language broker as “interesting.” He stated that, at
times, he does not understand how to directly translate something and finds it “interesting” to go
on that journey of finding the correct words in both languages while brokering. Also, he alluded
to the importance of not saying the wrong thing, similar to the worry that other language brokers
shared. Hector explained “I don’t want to … misinterpret something, saying the wrong thing.
That’s what honestly catches me off guard the most.” His awareness of the importance of getting
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it right is helped by the support he has felt from his mother, even from the first time he was
asked to play this role.
Towards the end of the interview, Hector revealed that he had attempted to teach his
parents English after becoming exhausted with the responsibility of language brokering so
frequently. He stated “I kind of forced them (to learn English). I just told them to come on, I am
tired of interpreting. You guys got to hop on the game.” Despite his motivation to educate his
Spanish-speaking family in the use of English, he stated that the lessons were “hard and didn’t
quite work out.”
Hector’s frequent laughter and attempts at joking seemed to suggest he was anxious.
Initially, he may have been uncomfortable in that space being asked to share his feelings and
personal experiences with a female-identifying researcher. Additionally, he may have never
spoken of these experiences before and needed additional time to think about his answers, filling
silences with a laugh or a quick joke. As I reflected on this last interview, I was pleased to have
interviewed another male as a part of this process. The interview ended positively, and I
remember thanking him at the same time he thanked me, before leaving school for the day.
While Hector added a variety of experiences and his own voice, he shared many of the same
themes as others had spoken about before him.
Based on my interviews with adolescent language brokers, I collected four and a half
hours of recordings which equated to 140 pages of transcripts. From my observations,
transcriptions of interviews, and field journals, five themes emerged from these data (see Table
2). These themes were used to answer the overarching research question as to how these Latinx
adolescents perceived their experience of language brokering for themselves and their families.
In addition to developing a deeper understanding of different aspects of this practice, I was
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particularly interested in the experiences that occurred within the school context. The five themes
are listed and described below in Spanish and then translated into English. This format is to
honor the participant’s language and culture. These themes are followed by a discussion of how
these themes address the guiding questions of this study.
Table 2
Theme Titles and Descriptions
Theme Title

Description

1. Dandole para Atras a mi
Familia (Giving Back to
My Family)

Individuals discussing their values and experiences in
relation to helping their family through interpreting or
translating written language for them.

2. Juicio Percibido por Otros
(Perceived Judgement by
Others)

Discussion of feelings and/or experiences in the community
or school system of speaking Spanish.

3. Aprender mi Lengua y
Cultura (Learning My
Language and Culture)

Discussing the importance of continuing to develop their
culture and language skills in relation to interpreting.

4. Respuesta de la Escuela
(School Response)

Examples of how the school handled and coordinated
interpreters and language differences.

5. Autoeficacia (SelfEfficacy)

Discussing feelings of capability interpreting for their
families and discussing changes in this capability as they
grew older. Also, discussion of feeling incapable of meeting
the needs of the parents or community.
(Worried or anxious in high stakes situation)

Identified Themes
The thematic analysis allowed me to bring together the significant elements of their
stories in ways that may be transferable across other Latinx language brokering youth and their
families. These stories can be viewed through Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Bioecological Systems
Theory. Specifically, the way in which the language brokers’ interactions shaped their own
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behaviors as well as others within the multiple systems in which they functioned. These systems
included family, school, friends, community, society (including laws, policies, and regulations),
and culture (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Throughout the thematic analysis, direct quotes from the
language brokers were used to elevate their voices and bring their experiences to life. Although
all the interviews were conducted in English, the titles of these themes are presented in English
and Spanish to reflect how these youth navigate “between two worlds.” Table 2 provides the
theme title and a brief description of what that theme entails.
Dandole Para Atrasa Mi Familia
(Giving Back to My Family)
The theme of giving back to their families was expressed throughout my interviews and
may have been one of the most consistent stories that I heard from the adolescent language
brokers. Dandole para atras a mi familia (giving back to my family) emerged as participants
discussed their values and experiences in relation to assisting their family through interpreting,
language brokering, or translating written language documents for them. The examples provided
included acting as a language broker at doctor’s appointments or in less formal environments,
such as the grocery store. One participant shared what motivated him and why he helped his
family by language brokering in public. Miguel interprets most for his mother at her
appointments with the doctor. Even though there is sometimes an interpreter available, she
reportedly does not feel comfortable with anyone else performing this task for her. He indicated
that he “doesn’t mind it” and “[knows] that people don’t understand, and it might be difficult for
someone to speak English … so that’s why I do it.” Many of the participants indicated that they
believed others thought it was part of their responsibility to their family to interpret while in
public settings. This desire to give back is evident by how many young adults and pre-teens are
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interpreting for others when they are not formally trained or licensed as an interpreter, thus,
giving back to their families in this way.
Several participants spoke of interpreting for their families as a way in which they were
giving back to them. Ana shared her experience as she described her family system in which
neither of her parents were fluent in English. While they understand spoken English, they do not
speak it in public because it is difficult for them to do so. Ana is often chosen as the language
broker and noted that she was willing to go places with her parents to help them and described
herself as grateful that she was able to help them. This experience of Ana’s appeared to be
common among the participants who shared their stories with me.
Selena described this situation in a passionate way stating that she likes helping and
interpreting for her mother. She described her mother as her “everything” and that she is willing
to support her and help her with whatever she needs interpreted. For these young language
brokers, giving back to their families means learning both languages at the same time while
using those same languages every day in a variety of conversations.
These Latinx youth described offering their time willingly despite their busy schedules. It
seemed as if they were not forced to go to stores, but instead, volunteered to help their parents by
accompanying them into the community. Jasmine’s story seemed a prime example of this desire
to help. Her parents were separated; therefore, she interprets separately for both her mother and
her father. Jasmine stated that she usually volunteers to go along and act as a language broker
since her siblings are often out with their friends and not available to help. Jasmine seemed to
enjoy giving back to her family by language brokering, specifically for her mother.
Although many of the examples of interpreting for their parents occurred in public
settings, I was struck by how much these youth helped their families with incredibly important
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communications and tasks within the home. For example, a few of these language brokers
discussed how they assisted their parents to maintain employment. Some parents could not
communicate with their employers which undoubtedly created stress, but this may have been
alleviated by the children being able to interpret and translate for their parents. Sage described
her experience with interpreting for her father, “… his boss, he speaks English. Recently, we had
COVID-19 so his boss texted him in English and he told me to translate the text for him in
Spanish.” Although this may appear a small task that did not require a language broker, Sage’s
ability to communicate about her father’s absence from work may have saved him from a “write
up” or being let go, as she explained to the interviewer. I think this instance stuck out to her
because it was a situation that could have had negative outcomes for her father and their family.
Many language brokers assist with critical tasks that need to be carried out regularly for their
families. If they did not assist and give back in this way, these obligations (e.g., paying bills)
may not have been completed. The language brokering and translating of written texts helped
Sage’s father to explain his situation and avoid penalty with his place of employment. This
specific example may be a reality for many young language brokers. They may not have their
own jobs but were pivotal for their parents maintaining or obtaining one.
Additionally, participants shared stories of times where they have helped give back to
their families by completing tax forms for a new job. When I met with Hector to learn about his
experience, this example was part of a larger theme that he shared with me. Earlier that very
week, his father had gotten a new job and required assistance completing the paperwork.
Because the paperwork was in English, Hector translated the document as well as completed the
required fields on behalf of his father. Without Hector there to help his father, his father may not
have successfully onboarded into a new job. Hector gave back to his family within an
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inaccessible system (i.e., employer only providing forms in English). By Hector translating and
completing the documents, his father was allowed to begin his job and provide income for their
family. He was the sole reason, as many other language brokers are, that his father did not have
to look for help other places. He was able to give back and assist in this high-stakes situation.
Although these youth may not understand the importance or magnitude of their help, they
continue to give back without any notable question in these situations.
Each of the participants noted how appreciative and supportive their parents were for
their efforts. The thanking of the child may, at times, seem to violate the standard Latinx parentchild roles, as the child’s role is seen as wanting to honor the family with no outward hesitations
(Perez Rivera & Dunsmore, 2011). However, in these language brokering experiences, this was a
common occurrence. The families’ gratitude towards these Latinx youth symbolized the trust and
appreciation the adult had for the child. Recognizing their child’s efforts may strengthen the
bonds within the family as the participants seemed to feel proud that they could give back to
their families, and parents (at least from the participants’ perspectives) were thankful and proud
of their child’s language skills. For example, Jasmine’s mother thanked her each time she
interpreted or translated for her. Similarly, Maggie shared that she was thanked by her mother
each time she language brokered. Maggie’s description of how her mother thanked her provided
me with a vivid image. Maggie noted,
I know that she supports me because she looks at me up and down and she always says,
okay thank you! I keep doing this because I had the benefit of taking bilingual classes,
my mom did not have that.
She, like some of the other participants, recognized that she had the privilege of knowing two
languages whereas their parents did not.
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Some viewed ‘giving back’ as teaching their parents some words or phrases in English so
they could navigate some of the different community settings in which they typically relied on
their children. Participants differed in the level of importance they placed on teaching their
parents English. Some youth described it as teaching parents when asked to but then not
continuing to teach them because it “just did not ever work.” It appeared to be frustrating for
some of the participants and seemed easier to just continue to language broker than expect their
parents to learn English to the level they needed in order to get their needs met. With this in
mind, participants seemed to focus on teaching their family small, useful phrases to say in
English when in the community or when a language barrier arose, such as needing to call an
interpreter or asking the person to ‘please hold.’ Other lessons focused on ordering food,
understanding the remote control, or asking another person in public for help. In one example,
Brisa described her experience attempting to help her mother learn English by assisting her
mother to use self-teaching videos that she had purchased so she could learn English at home.
She described her helping experience:
Well, when I was younger my mom would have this kind of subscription. … It was like a
package … like a videotape and it would be like an English class where they taught
people who knew Spanish how to speak English in books and everything, so I helped her
out.
Some of the time, the help was not asked for, but given anyhow. “I kind of forced them
[parents], I was like, come on, I am tired of interpreting. I was like yo, you guys got to hop on
the game.” While Hector’s comments in this scenario were delivered with laughter, there was a
depth of seriousness and frustration within his comments about wanting his parents to be able to
use their English to navigate their community. Teaching English to an adult, not to mention your
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parent, is a difficult task for adolescents. These youth were all between the ages of 14 and 18 and
most were female. Taking an instructional role by teaching your parents a language is not a
typical family dynamic, so many focused on a narrow set of words or teaching enough English
language to accomplish a specific task. Although they wanted their families to have some
necessary English skills, there was evidence of frustration as well as simply not knowing how to
go about teaching an adult a foreign language. They were attempting to give back without having
experience or explicit skills in this specific area.
Across the board, many participants repeatedly shared stories of empathy towards others.
This level of empathy has been found to be commonplace for some adolescents, especially when
they feel appreciated by family members or other support people (Wagaman, 2011). I did not ask
about empathy and was a little intrigued when it began to emerge in our interviews. Not only do
these adolescents have a pride in giving back to their families, but they genuinely care for others.
They would go out of their way to interpret for others in stores or take time out of their job duties
to help Spanish speaking adults when an interpreter was needed. Additionally, these adolescents
showed they cared through their reflections about their actions in public and how this might also
be a way to make sure their families were supported, even if they could not be there. For
example, Briza shared her story of helping her parents learn English and then continued to share
why she acts as a language broker for others by saying,
I hope someone would do the same for my parents and treat them well. I know the
struggle of being out in the world and not being able to communicate. I treat others
kindly so that someone will hopefully do that for my mom one day.
Jasmine shared a similar story when elaborating on what she would want other people to know
about children who language broker. Jasmine stated that she now “understands what is like for
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others to not be able to speak English … I try really hard … I really want to help.” This empathy
she has for her family, as well as others who speak only Spanish, may be part of what motivates
her to continue acting as a language broker. For each language broker, it seemed as if giving
back to their family through ongoing interpreting in both high stakes, and everyday situations as
well as having deep empathy for others had been an important piece of their journeys.
Juicio Percibido Por Otros (Perceived
Judgement by Others)
Being a language broker for one’s family seemed to be viewed as both positive (as
evidenced in the previous theme), but also as negative. Typically, the negativity did not come
from themselves or their families, but from others around them. Perceived judgement by others
came in different forms for these adolescent language brokers. Their stories were peppered with
instances of feeling judged by peers, other community members, and even by the ways that
policies were applied in certain settings. As I listened to the participants tell me about the
perceived looks, questions, and scrutiny that they experienced, the theme of juicio percibido por
otros emerged.
There is a difference between the types of public spaces where language brokering occurs
and the degree to which it is accepted. For instance, grocery stores do not usually have
restrictions, policies, or rules about who can interpret for someone who is unable to speak
English. However, some government agencies and medical facilities have these policies in place
to ensure that their clients or patients receive the most accurate level of interpretation. Like many
other language brokers, Ana had gone into public to interpret for her parents, specifically at her
father’s doctor appointment. She had attempted to go with her father to a local hospital system to
attend a specialty appointment, but on at least one occasion was told, “… sorry, we need a
professional to do it. I interpret everywhere else but there.” Although this may not appear to be a
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form of judgment by the medical staff, what matters is how the young interpreter felt. Ana felt as
if she was not good enough to do something that she had been doing for her father for years,
interpreting social interactions.
These experiences of judgment ranged from Hector’s blunt assessment that people
thought he was “talking shit” to Maggie’s shame at being ridiculed by peers. It is not unheard of
for adolescents to think individuals are looking at them and feeling judged all of the time. This
phenomenon, and common occurrence for most adolescents, is known as the spotlight effect
(Gilovich et al., 2000). Maggie began sharing her feelings about being judged in the form of
bullying and negative comments from her peers at school. Maggie identified as both Honduran
and Puerto Rican, which was different than the majority of her peers who she described as being
of Mexican descent. Her dialect and her background separated her from her Latinx peers, despite
their shared language and experiences as language brokers.
They [peers in her class] think it’s weird. Because I am Honduran and Puerto Rican, so
my Spanish is different from what you would normally hear from let’s say, a Mexican.
And so, sometimes there’s that language barrier … the kids in my class speak a different
Spanish than I do and that’s weird to them.
Maggie went on to share her heartbreaking experience with her peers. She noted their
questioning of her, “Like what are you even trying to say to me? And, I have told them lots of
times before that I am from Honduras, and they tell me that I sound so retarded. And then I am
like, oh … okay.” This peer bullying had a negative impact on her, as it would for any youth at
her age. Maggie felt constantly out of place and perceived as different than others. Her dialect
stood out among her peers, and she had been made to know this “otherness” on multiple
occasions. Judgment does not just happen in one system for the language brokers that shared
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their stories with me. Like Maggie, others felt judged and “less than” in situations throughout
their lives, including by authority figures.
However, this choice to speak their native languages, as many youth who are bilingual
choose to do, does not come without a price. In Brisa’s case, it was perceived judgement from
others in the school building, specifically teachers and other adults. “There have been many
times where they just look at us and you know that they think we are talking about them … I
have gotten stares where it’s like “why are they speaking Spanish?” The questioning of why they
are speaking Spanish gave the young language brokers feelings of judgment by others.
Although there may not have been judgment spoken in her direct quote, I could not help
but wonder about the interpersonal interactions between the staff implementing the policy and
Ana and her father in that moment. Ana, like many other child language brokers could have
perceived judgment by the systemic policy against an action she frequently and successfully
performs. However, she may also feel relief within the stressful situation, as she did not need to
interpret what may have been technical medical language that was beyond her skill and
understanding.
Aprender Mi Cultura Idioma (Learning
My Culture and Language)
Nine of the eleven adolescent Latinx language brokers described how this practice
allowed them to continue learning their culture and language. The language brokers shared how
they were developing their own sense of culture as well an appreciation of and drive to learn
more of the Spanish language. These experiences ranged from thinking that learning a different
language, such as Spanish, is “pretty badass” to putting forth detailed accounts of why they were
grateful for knowing two languages. Not only did they know two different languages, but they
were living in a mix of two or more different cultures as well.
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For some youth, although they might have spoken Spanish as young children, they had
begun to lose this skill after they entered school. For some, especially those with older siblings,
English began to overtake their Spanish as it was the language they were learning to read, write,
and converse in. For youth who were not as fluent in Spanish, learning their language meant
being able to help their family. I was fascinated by the idea that they had to learn Spanish to help
their families who did not speak English. Although some had strong Spanish skills, those
participants, especially younger ones who had older siblings, found themselves working to learn
Spanish so that they could take over the role that their older siblings had previously performed.
As noted, these participants were a bit younger than samples in previous studies. For example, in
their study of Latinx young adults, participants did not describe the challenges of learning both
English and Spanish at the same time (Martino & Coburn, 2022). As is often the concern with
retrospective studies, young adult participants might not remember the struggle to relearn their
Spanish. Sage was successful in describing struggle to reclaim her Spanish. “It’s frustrating
because I have broken Spanish, too. So, I guess it’s that thing called Spanglish. … It is
frustrating to find the right words ... going to school broke my Spanish and now I have to fix it.”
Looking into the specific experiences of the language brokers who shared their stories
with me, learning their native language of Spanish was a large part of these accounts. Learning
the language seemed to begin at a young age for many of these adolescents. It was shared by
Rosa that “I was taught in Kindergarten to talk in Spanish and then English.” Their parents only
spoke Spanish at home and as such, their children spoke Spanish as their first language. These
youth grew up in a Spanish speaking household, thus, Spanish was their first language, like
Sage’s was. “My parents obviously taught me Spanish before I ever learned English.”
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Some youth were fluent in Spanish and it was the language they most often chose when
speaking with friends. They did see that learning two languages was an advantage in the
community and in school. The ability to speak another language may be helpful to these
adolescents as they pursue different careers, could lead to them being paid more for these skills,
or it could lead to specific job opportunities targeted to those who speak two languages. Outside
of these potential professional benefits, they also saw it as a way to connect and share
information with select friends. “Speaking Spanish at school is fun. There are specific things I
want to just tell one person. And when I speak to them in Spanish, no one else understands. It’s
like an advantage I guess.”
The stories shared depicted the struggle to relearn Spanish, to improve their technical
skills in Spanish, to simply enjoying speaking in that language in different settings. For some,
language brokering was the motivation for learning to develop a deep appreciation and
investment in the Spanish language and culture, whereas for others, it was a part of who they
were. By speaking two languages and using that skill to help their families, they seemed to gain a
sense of their own culture. Through these interactions, it seemed that youth came to appreciate
their language and have pride in their culture. As Arali noted, “Not forgetting who I am and not
forgetting Spanish is pretty important to me. I am really proud of my culture and the ability to
speak both languages.”
As more was shared, it was clear how important culture was to these participants. This
was evident through five different language brokers using a variation of the phrase “I am really
proud of my culture.” For example, Rosa was proud of her culture and her ability to learn the two
languages. Additionally, she was also proud of her ability to thrive within two different worlds
(i.e., Mexican and American). This sense of culture was often described with a lot of passion and
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a certain confidence in their phrasing and word choice. “Learning two languages is probably the
best thing.” These definitive answers showed their pride in both the language and culture they
were raised in as well as recognizing their ability to navigate the majority culture. Although there
might have been differing opinions about language brokering, pride in their language and culture
was something that came through as an important theme. Previous research in this field has also
noted that young language brokers have deepened their sense of culture through learning both
languages simultaneously (Weisskirch, 2005). These prior stories began with a strong sense of
identity, stemming from their culture and language. The same goes for the participants in the
present study. As Sage summarized, “I feel like Spanish and my culture is a beautiful thing.”
Respuesta de la Escuela (School Response)
As a school psychologist, I was especially interested in how language brokering occurred
at school and whether it affected participants’ interactions in the school setting. I explicitly asked
about the last time they had interpreted at school. Although the question was the same across
participants, the theme of respuesta de la escuela varied across the examples that were provided.
The type of language brokering came in many different forms from assisting one’s family at
parent-teacher conferences to supporting peers or new students at the school.
I went into this study believing that I would hear a lot of examples that included parentteacher conferences. I had conducted a pilot study with young adult language brokers who were
currently in college. For them, these conferences tended to be the most frequently cited example
that came to mind. For some, it was the first place they were asked to language broker for their
family. Also, it might have the first time they were interpreting a conversation that revolved
around themselves (Martino & Coburn, 2022). Many of the current respondents noted that it was
an uncomfortable experience sharing how their teacher thought about their performance and
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behavior at school. That is, most of the interpretations that youth language brokers provided had
tended to revolve around topics that were neutral to them, and their only role was to interpret.
Parent-teacher conferences represent a complex dynamic in which school personnel are
attempting to connect with families and share the student’s progress. At the same time, parents
are trying to learn how their child is performing at school. In the context of a child who is
language brokering, the child acts as the bridge between these adults who have differing goals.
For some families, it is their first time having an extensive interaction with a school staff
member. A school, similar to a library, airport, or other official agency could potentially be
considered a government entity and, thus, be considered with a certain amount of hesitancy and
concern within the Latinx community. Additionally, some Latinx do not trust their child’s
teachers, contributing to the lack of communication seen here (Zion et al., 2017). Although there
are many reasons why parents might not attend parent-teacher conferences such as work
schedules, child care, and transportation costs, lack of trust and the belief that there might not be
anyone present to understand them may represent other reasons why many Latinx families are
hesitant to attend parent-teacher conferences. Sage’s story reflected a fairly common experience.
My first-time interpreting was at a fourth-grade parent-teacher conference. My teacher
did not speak Spanish, which was rare, because I lived in East Los Angeles which is a
Hispanic Community. So all the teachers I grew up with were bilingual, but she was a
transfer from a different school. I had to translate for my dad at that time. I only translate
for my own, my older brother did his own too.
Other language brokers described the experience of brokering at parent-teacher
conferences for both themselves and their younger siblings. According to these youth, they were
not offered an interpreter, or even the option for one, at their parent-teacher conferences. The six
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who spoke of brokering at a parent-teacher conference began when they were still in elementary
school. It was interesting to note how youth might adjust what they are interpreting depending on
the context and their stage of development. For example, Maggie described her experience of
interpreting for her mother at a disciplinary hearing,
I basically interpreted everything … I mean sometimes I would throw in a little lie here
or there, but you know, only a little lie. But overall, she [her mother] would not know I
was lying or not, so it was okay. In the small town, we were the only ones who spoke
Spanish, so I had to interpret in the school.
For many of these youth, there did not seem to be any dedicated school support for interpreters at
parent-teacher conferences or disciplinary meetings. Instead, it was clear to the adolescents and
their families that they would be expected to interpret.
The role of these participants expanded beyond interpreting at periodic meetings. In some
cases, they became the school contact for their younger siblings who were attending school.
When a school employee needed to call about a sibling’s behavior or attendance, these
participants were the ones who received those calls and had those conversations. Sometimes their
parent was present, but sometimes they were not. “I am the only one in communication with my
little sister’s teachers because I am the one who speaks the most English.” This made me wonder
if this teacher knew that Selena was an older sister and not the parent. Selena was not the only
language broker in contact with her sibling’s school. This dynamic was shared by others,
including Vanessa. She had enrolled her little brother into preschool and told her mother the
summary of the experience afterward. She, like many others, was the main contact for the
school. As with many of these stories, these language brokers were adopted multiple different
roles depending on the situation; they were the student, the sibling, the child, the interpreter, and
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the responsible party. Although some participants shared that it was simply awkward telling their
parents how well they were doing in school and sharing positive things about themselves, others
noted that they might have left out details, embellished, or were not trusted when they performed
this role. In the latter situation, the response by the school could cause a rift in the parent-child
relationship.
Finally, participants shared stories of how they were relied upon to interpret for their
same-aged peers who were not proficient in English. When school staff were not fluent or not
available to respond, these participants were asked to assist their classmates. It seemed to me that
by helping, they were immediately given responsibility and placed into a different role than just a
peer to this new student. As Rosa described,
A couple of new classmates came into my school. They had just barely arrived from
Mexico. So, I helped them out. I helped them communicate with the teacher and what
they had to do. I am pretty friendly, so I accepted them. I would help them out throughout
the day at school because I was used to helping and I liked it.
The school had trust in the language brokers, like Rosa, to communicate with the teachers and
provide this assistance to new, Spanish-speaking students. Although Rosa and others reported
enjoying this role, I wondered how much of their own education they were missing? This was
not an isolated instance. Four other participants spoke of having helped enroll and support new
students as they adjusted to their new school.
Helping in this way seemed to boost the confidence of participants. It seemed to be a
point of pride, an expected duty, or just something they wanted to do, perhaps because they
empathized with the experience of not knowing the language. Some of the participants I spoke
with attended an alternative high school. Generally speaking, school had not been a positive
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experience for them. However, their fluency in Spanish and their ability to help others seemed to
be an important opportunity for them, one that was not necessarily shared by others. As Miguel
shared,
Back at my old high school, there were these Mexican kids. And they also have
afterschool programs to help them out with schoolwork. The teachers would always pull
me out of class and ask if I could help by telling these kids what to do. I would help them
out. They [the teachers] picked me because I am fluent in Spanish, but it still felt pretty
cool.
Even though Miguel had a tense relationship with school, this seemed to be one of his favorite
school memories. The teachers treated him with respect, and he felt that his bilingual language
skills were important and needed in that moment.
The need for interpretation by these language brokers did not stop after the new student’s
first day. From participants’ perspectives, such as Maggie, they continued to perform a needed
service “as the school can’t ever find an adult interpreter to talk to all the teachers for the
students.” This language brokering seemed to occur quite frequently, depending on the level of
English language the peer had and their ability to understand what was being said to them by the
school staff. Again, participants seemed willing to help their classmates and volunteered often. It
may be because they wanted to please school staff or because they had a deep sense of empathy
for their peers. Either way, about half of these youth described their experience of language
brokering for peers.
I interpret at school every week. I have some friends, they are students like me, but they
still don’t quite speak English very well yet. The teacher will sometimes explain
something and since everything is online right now, they don’t get to ask questions or
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understand it very well. I always tend to ask the teacher if it is okay if I talk to them
separately and see if they understand everything. Or I will just text them in class to see if
they need help. I don’t mind.
Autoeficacia (Self-Efficacy)
Finally, a theme that all 11 language brokers seemed to voice in their stories was the idea
of autoeficacia or self-efficacy. This theme seemed to capture their ability to interpret for their
families and their confidence in this skill. Many of the language brokers who shared their stories
with me appeared to be confident in their skills in Spanish. This was evident to me by the way
they shared their stories as well as their word choices when describing their bilingualism.
“Interpreting is easy because I am bilingual … I feel like it is an easy thing to do, just process it
in your head and make sure it comes out right.” At the time, it was difficult for me to determine
whether Miguel was just overly confident in his abilities or if this was just a routine task for him
that it was truly “easy” for him.
Although some expressed feeling nervous at times, they were aware of how their skills
helped their families and how they grew from these experiences. They sometimes questioned
whether they were saying the right thing and or not explaining situations correctly in the
moment. Some noted that when they did make a mistake or stumbled over their words, it was
incentive for them to improve their vocabulary or to specialize in the words they learned (e.g.,
medical terms). This intentional learning and reflection on their performance seemed to help
them prepare for the next situation. “I don’t ever want to miss a really good part when
translating. I know it’s really important and I try really hard to be better.” Jasmine was not the
only language broker who took her role seriously. Participants described spending extra time to
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learn additional words in both English and Spanish in order to “be better” at interpreting for their
families.
Additionally, some youths reflected that as they grew older and became more fluent in
both languages, they began to interpret more and more for their families outside of the home.
They would accompany their families to the bank, grocery stores, libraries, and even schools. As
they practiced this skill more, their knowledge of both English and Spanish increased. In English
and sometimes in Spanish, they may have experienced interpreting situations where they had to
learn the specific terms and phrases associated with that setting.
Participants spoke of how they had increased their confidence, as well as their skills, as
they continued to interpret on a regular basis. Most participants had interpreted multiple times
within the past week for their families. This frequency contributed to their confidence in the
language as well as increased their interactions with other individuals in the community. As
Arali explained,
Obviously, I don’t understand it all the first time … sometimes it is frustrating because I
don’t know everything. I really wish I did know everything, but I am trying to do my best
… when I don’t know something, I think to myself, I need to know more.
These language brokers had been “interpreting for as long as they can remember” and were
confident in their skills while still wanting to learn more.
This confidence did not mean that there were not moments of doubt. Participants
sometimes believed they did not have enough specific knowledge or vocabulary to complete the
tasks asked of them. They sometimes were placed in situations where very specialized
vocabulary was needed to interpret correctly. These situations highlighted the complexity of
interpreting. One must understand the language, the concepts that are being shared, and then
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have the knowledge and vocabulary in another language to successfully language broker.
Sometimes they needed to understand and use words for which they did not know the meaning,
let alone its equivalent in another language. When this occurred, they sometimes became
confused and could not interpret directly what was being said.
When I don’t want to go is when I know I won’t be able to translate everything. There are
sometimes when I do not understand. My mom and I will end up fighting or picking a
fight with each other because I don’t know what to say.
Maggie was not the only language broker to discuss not being able to translate everything within
an interaction. Others felt “weird” in the situation, as they did not know how to translate words
and were “confused” in the moment. This was the type of interactions that “caught them off
guard.” After sharing these experiences, some noted that they were disappointed because they
were not helping their family. This perceived pressure they put upon themselves seemed to add
to their motivation to continue to learn Spanish and increase their self-efficacy.
Summary
These stories separately and together told of the personal experiences of each adolescent
as a language broker for their family, their peers, and for members of their communities. The
stories shared in this chapter described the personal narrative of each language broker and
showcased the unique world view and meaning that each youth had derived from their own
interpreting experiences. These personal narratives, quotes, and stories were organized into five
themes presented in the following chapter in an attempt to capture what it means for these
individuals to be language brokers.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to explore the stories of these youth to better understand
how they came to be language brokers in their families, their perspectives on their roles within
their families and their culture, and the perceived positives and challenges of this practice. By
interviewing 11 adolescents about their lived experiences, the findings reflected a first-person
view of the meaning they gave to this practice and how it shapes the development of these youth,
their relationships with their families and others, and their role in their communities, including
schools.
Through this study, five themes emerged from each participant’s story. These themes
were used to answer the guiding research questions. These questions were first formulated after
reviewing the literature on language brokering and conducting a pilot study with young adult
Latinx language brokers. This review allowed for the researcher to identify gaps in this area of
research and to help focus participant narratives on their current experiences and perspectives.
As I listened to their stories, and in my subsequent analysis, it became evident as to how those
four research questions would be answered using the adolescent’s experiences. The themes were
woven together to answer the following questions.
Q1

How do Latinx language brokers perceive their experience of being a language
broker for themselves and their families?

Latinx language brokers perceive themselves in different ways, dependent on the contexts
and relationships in which they are language brokering. They may most often see themselves as a
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helper. They have a strong desire to help their parents, siblings, peers, and at times, community
members. This helping comes from a long history, of 10 plus years for some of the participants,
of interpreting for their family. These youth grew up interpreting real-world conversations for
their families, knowing the gravity and importance this act had for their family’s communication
and survival. As they grew up, they continued to help in the schools or when in the community.
They told stories of knowing that someone in the grocery store or bank, that they did not know,
needed help before that person ever asked for it themselves.
They described the ways that they began to feel more confident in their interpretations,
their understanding of the language, and generally seemed to develop a sense of self-efficacy in
this practice. That is, these youth noted where they faltered and began to take steps so that they
could be more confident and helpful to their families. Like Maggie, a lot of the participants were
determined to learn new words and specific terminology, related to their family needs. One of
the most common examples was learning medical terminology so participants could interpret for
their families at the doctor’s office or other medical setting. Other participants noted that they
focused on learning more Spanish and trying to be more fluent in their interpretation.
Youth development occurs through ongoing interactions between themselves and those in
their environments. These interactions, referred to as proximal processes, occur daily between
the language broker and other individuals in their environments (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006). Depending on the interaction and the context in which this interaction happened, the
resulting behavior, attitude, and perspective of each young language broker is shaped in some
way. For these youth, it seemed that whether they struggled or were successful with an
interaction, they were left wanting to know more and do better. Those who were already fluent in
Spanish and English, sought to learn specialized terminology; those developing their Spanish
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skills, focused on building their general vocabulary and fluency. They seemed to voice a need to
continue improving their language skills to be more helpful to their families and more skilled in
their language brokering. Although no one participant identified the term ‘self-efficacy’ it was
clear from their stories that they showed a drive to continue to learn and perform the task of
interpreting better than before so that they can be more helpful to their families.
As might be expected, there was not one singular experience that defined each
individual’s perspective. Just as the concept of intersectionality can apply to identity, it also can
be a part of one’s experiences. Along with being a helper and the positive experience that came
with that role, many believed that they stood out in a negative way and were perhaps viewed as
incompetent or different. They voiced both the pride of being a helper and taking the steps
needed to perform more advanced interpreting and the worry of not being “good enough” at
times. Language brokers may also experience discrimination when language brokering for their
families (Weisskirch, 2022). These individuals may also feel embarrassed if they perceive their
dialect of Spanish being “odd” or different compared to their peers. They may experience
judgement while also feeling proud to learn about their culture and the language of their family.
Language brokers hold many of these beliefs all at once, making their experience complex and
unique.
Q2

What are the identified aspects of this practice?

There were many different examples of language brokering provided by participants.
Most often, language brokering is defined as an ‘in the moment’ practice that typically occurs in
public. What was notable about the stories of these youth was how much they assisted their
families in the home, in ways that are largely hidden from public view. Examples of language
brokering ranged from the mundane (e.g., translating the words on the television remote) to the

102
most important (e.g., helping their parents fill out applications or tax forms for their new jobs).
Language brokering occurs in all aspects of the family and child’s life (Dorner et al., 2008).
Participants in this study spoke about going to the bank and doctor’s office but they also spoke
about calling the electric company or phone company for their parents. These practices occurred
across many different systems and environments in their lives and enhanced the family’s ability
to function.
Language brokers are often “chosen” by their families based on several different factors.
In this study, many of the language brokers were the oldest sibling which is a common practice
within families who have a child act as a language broker (Villanueva & Buriel, 2010). They are
the first child who is old enough to interpret and has had exposure to both their first and second
language (through schooling). Some participants were the second or third oldest sibling and had
experienced the responsibility of having language brokering “passed down” to them by their
sibling. This change usually occurred when the older sibling moved out of the family home or
was frequently absent due to work or other young adult responsibilities.
Just as there were many different identities held by these participants, there were many
aspects of their practice. Language brokering is pervasive throughout their lives and occurs in
almost every context. Past research has focused on public language brokering interactions, such
as at schools, grocery stores, or banks. However, if the field continues to focus on the public
aspects of this phenomenon, they will miss other critical systems in which a language broker is
beneficial. Many language brokers not only interpret for their families in public, but also in the
privacy of their own homes (Weisskirch, 2017). Like Hector, several participants described
making phone calls for parents, paying bills. At times these communications were high stakes
such as texting with their parent’s employer about an absence from work due to COVID.

103
Although I did not specifically inquire about interpretation within the home setting, it appeared
as an important aspect of their language brokering practices.
Q3

What kind of experiences occur within the school context and how does this
impact their own educational experience?

Because these youth were still enrolled in school, they were able to give their current
perspectives on how being a language broker impacted their educational experiences. Previous
research has relied on retrospective accounts (e.g., Martino & Coburn, 2022) which may lose
some of the detail of their day-to-day interactions. Despite language brokering in multiple
settings, the school setting was a focus of the interviews. As a school psychologist in training, I
was particularly interested in learning more about how this practice unfolded in the school
setting with an idea to how policies and practices might be shaped to support these youth. Within
the schools, it appeared as if language broker’s educational experiences were not changed, but
the ways they were perceived by others may have been impacted.
Students like Miguel were asked to help other peers during class or between classes. This
was important to Miguel for several reasons. He attended an alternative high school, was on
probation, and generally had not been offered a lot of opportunities to ‘shine’ in school.
However, language brokering gave Miguel that shine back. For once, he felt useful and
important in the school setting. He was not seen as a student with an ankle monitor, he was seen
as someone who was proficient in Spanish and helpful in serious situations. Rosa’s experiences
in school had been positive, so her willingness to give a new Spanish-speaking student a tour of
the school on their first day was consistent with how others might have seen her as a responsible
student. However, this extra opportunity provided Rosa a connection to her peers and confidence
she may not have had if she was not asked to language broker by the school staff. They may not
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have had these experiences if they had not been identified as language brokers by the school
staff.
As previously stated, it does not appear as if their educational experience was
fundamentally altered in any way. The participants did not mention having to “miss out” on
educational content or spend extra time outside of the classroom due to the need to language
broker. According to their reports, while they were acting as language brokers, they were still
receiving their education.
Q4

In what ways do Latinx language brokers perceive themselves in the school and
their own family systems?

Latinx language brokers told stories of perceiving themselves in school as a helper. Like
Rosa and Vanessa, they were helping new peers at school or even teachers. When teachers did
not know Spanish to communicate with some students in their class, the language brokers
became the go-to helpers. They also helped peers in their classes. If someone was behind the
pace of the class, the participants, like Arali, would explain to their peer quickly in their native
language of Spanish. These language brokers also acted as a family-school liaison. They would
not only interpret their own parent-teacher conference but interpret the conferences of their
younger siblings or be the main contact for the school to call about their sibling in place of their
Spanish-speaking parents. They were naturally a helper everywhere they went.
Within the family system, they were also identified as helpers. They helped their families
at medical appointments, court hearings, and everywhere else imaginable that an interpretation of
a conversation needed to happen due to a language barrier (Kam & Lazarevic, 2014). This
helping by language brokering was both within the community as well as within the family
home. One theme that emerged beyond being a helper, was the sense of pride in their culture and
their language, consistent with previous research conducted with child language brokers (Ayón
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et al., 2010). Only one participant mentioned a conflict within this strong family dynamic. This
conflict arose from her younger sibling “not caring” to learn the family’s language. This
significant conflict arose for Sage and showed the importance of family pride and willingness to
learn Spanish. Sage, like many other participants, communicated understanding of the
importance of language brokering. Without them, their families may not have been able to obtain
jobs, complete taxes, of other vital functions of the system. This role of being a helper is
common among Latinx youth but may be an especially relevant if that youth is a language broker
as well (Orellana et al., 2003).
Implications and Recommendations
The results of this research offer many important implications and recommendations
those who work with language brokers, especially for those in school settings. The stories of
these adolescent language brokers provided a number of possible strategies for K-12 educators,
school psychologists, school counselors, administrators, and policy makers. Many of the
language brokering responsibilities occurred within school settings. Furthermore, some of the
language brokers who spoke Spanish as their first language and then learned English, found
themselves needing to learn Spanish again. Bilingual education is important and should be
prioritized within the public education setting. Learning in both languages allows students to
continue to build their academic and conversational language. Not only are they able to
communicate and support their families, but they are also well-positioned to enter careers that
require their specialized language skills (Bialystok, 2018). Additionally, it allows them to be
with “like peers” who may be experiencing similar feelings related to cultural development or
language brokering.
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Cultural development, as well as the developmental level of the child language brokers, is
important to consider. This consideration of developmental level and linguistic skills on both
languages may often be missed by those interacting with child interpreters in public. It is
important for teachers or other school staff to ‘check in’ with the students. This check in should
happen prior to asking them to be a language broker for their peers. It is important that these
students are given a choice in whether or not they would like to interpret at school. Adolescence
is a developmental period when students are building their identities and having a choice in the
roles they adopt is important to them. Furthermore, some adolescents may be content to interpret
in anonymous situations (e.g., in the store, in a bank), but become much more hesitant when
asked to do so in front of their friends. Only one participant stated that they were asked before
being put into a situation to language broker for a peer. At this stage in their development, the
element of choice is important. School staff should offer guidance to teachers and other school
staff that encourage them to consult students prior to asking peers to interpret for one another.
School staff should identify and reach out to families who are not proficient in English.
The teacher and school as a whole should know who they are communicating with, in what
language, if an interpreter is needed, and what the family’s preference for communication entails.
When possible, there needs to be a backup plan. Several of the language brokers in this study
described themselves as being the primary contact for the school for their younger siblings. This
poses a problem when the primary contact is also still in school and potentially unable to answer
a call if there is an emergency. The school should have an alternative person to contact in
situations like these.
Also, there may be times when a task represents a legal process and needs to be
interpreted or translated by trained personnel. Examples of this type of communication would
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include a special education evaluation report and resulting individual education plan (IEP) or a
serious behavioral violation that may mean a suspension from school. These scenarios are
complex in that they have specialized language, and they represent a legal decision. Having a
plan for an interpreter or translator for these situations is crucial to home-school partnerships
(Gaitan, 2004). School personnel cannot rely on children to interpret these specialized situations.
If there are not policies in place, school personnel should be encouraged to consider how to
navigate parent-teacher conferences, be provided with guidelines for speaking with guardians
rather than siblings (or at least both) in relation to younger siblings and consider the needs of a
language broker before asking them to interpret for other students.
Finally, this research suggests important considerations for professionals who interact
with language brokers. When there is a professional interpreter present, it will be important to
work with the family to determine whether they are comfortable working with an interpreter on
their own or whether they wish to have their child language broker present. They may not feel
comfortable with an interpreter for many reasons. An older female may not feel comfortable
discussing certain medical concerns with a male interpreter or a professional interpreter may
have a different dialect than the family making it difficult for them to understand. If there is
going to be specialized vocabulary that is beyond that of a child language broker, it may be
helpful to have them sit in and begin to learn some of the terms so that they can be helpful to
their parents in other circumstances (e.g., taking medications as prescribed). Professionals should
include the child who typically acts as the language broker in the conversation if they are
present. This will likely increase the family’s trust in the professional overall. This culturally
responsive practice may also be able to assist the language broker’s English and Spanish
proficiency levels as well. By including the language broker in the conversation and proceedings,
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the professional is teaching the child the information that is being spoken about. If they were not
to be included, they may not be able to answer questions their parents have once outside of the
setting.
Limitations
Although the results of this student can be used to better understand the experiences of
adolescent language brokers, there are several limitations to this study that require consideration.
Convenience sampling was used to enlist participants and therefore, all but two of the
participants were living in the same midsized city that has a population of about 65% describing
themselves as Latinx. Additionally, about half of the participants were attending the same
alternative school. This narrow group of participants might have shared similar experiences that
made them more similar to one another than might be the case for Latinx adolescent language
brokers attending a variety of schools across many different contexts and geographic regions.
The participants’ involvement in alternative education as well as the justice system (for two) may
have impacted their ability to share their stories and may have changed the types of experiences
they have had interpreting in public. As such, participants represent a small subsection of Latinx
language brokers and the transferability of these findings to other contexts is unknown.
The primary method of data collection was through the use of a semi-structured
interviews. These interview questions were piloted with college-aged students prior to their use
for the present study. The original questions were used during in person and Zoom interviews,
however, most of the interviews for this study occurred only through an online platform. It is
possible that the participants’ answers were influenced because of the Zoom format. Further,
they may have been interpreting less because of COVID-19 quarantines and experiencing more
anxiety, making it difficult to accurately recall their experiences. Due to the public health crisis
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at the time of this study, I did not meet with every participant in person. This virtual-only
meetings did give me access to participants I may not have had access to before (e.g., participant
in California). However, it may have negatively impacted the rapport we developed, their
understanding of my questions, and my interpretation of their stories. Additionally, it should be
noted that the interviewer does not identify as Latinx and is not fluent in Spanish and is
therefore, an outgroup member. This identity difference may have impacted the level of comfort
with sharing their personal stories with the interviewer. This lack of identity similarity, as well as
meeting some participants for the first time over a video-conferencing system during a pandemic,
may have limited the amount and type of information shared.
It should also be noted that some of these participants attended the school in which I was
completing a field experience. This familiarity with me, as well as my role in the school, may
have influenced their willingness to participate in the study and what they chose to share with
me. Being associated with administration and escalated students/situations in the school may
have affected their view of me. The narratives of some of the language brokers may have been
impacted due to their pre-conceived notions of me and my presence within the school.
Finally, the criteria for inclusion in this research study may have created barriers for
some to participate. Although my flyers were in Spanish and English, they were only displayed
in two public libraries. Most of the participants were recruited through snowball sampling. This
is an effective way of recruiting participants, especially youth who had very specific criteria to
meet, but it may have created a small pocket of participants who could be considered “alike” due
to their proximity to one another.

110
Future Research
Future research is needed to continue to strengthen our understanding of the experiences
of adolescent language brokers. As noted previously, most research has focused on Chinese and
Spanish language brokers which makes sense since these are the two most common languages
spoken in the United States, other than English. By studying those from different cultures,
professionals may be able to understand the nuances that are unique to different cultures as
related to language brokering. It is possible that those from other cultures may approach children
interpreting in public differently than Latinx families. For example, different types of family
dynamics may discourage this type of practice and be contrary to expectations from the heads of
the households for the way the children will act and interact with older family members. It may
be beneficial to gain a more holistic viewpoint of language brokers by including many cultures
and seeking to understand how this practice is used, whether it is acceptable, and potential
nuances that may be helpful to educators and professionals who work with these families. These
findings may help school personnel and other professionals to incorporate culturally responsive
practices.
Also, much could be learned by following language brokers throughout their lifetimes.
The participants in this study shared how their experiences evolved over time as they grew into
adolescence. This type of life pathway study could begin with reflections of language brokers’
experiences in elementary school. Interviews could be conducted periodically throughout their
educational careers, especially at relevant transitions (e.g., entering adolescence,
graduating/finishing K-12 school). By following a small number of language brokers,
researchers could gain a deeper insight into their lives and how their journey as a language
broker develops across time. Within the same family unit, research could focus on multiple
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children and the birth order of these siblings. It was observed in this study that the oldest children
were the language brokers up to a certain point at which it transitioned to a younger sibling.
Sometimes it was due to the older siblings moving out and being less available, but for some of
the adolescents in this study, it appeared to be a natural transition and one that they willingly
stepped into. Research that focused on the family unit could provide important insights into how
decisions are made as related to language brokering in terms of which children, in what settings,
and how these transitions are negotiated.
Conclusion
The personal narratives of these participants provided rich insight into their experiences
with being a child language broker. These adolescents encountered countless points in time
where they had to work quickly. This quick work meant that they navigated a social situations
norms and expectations while speaking both English and Spanish. This language brokering
allowed for families to access means they may not have previously had access to. Their stories
gave a deeper insight into the lives of child language brokers.
The accounts that participants shared allow us to begin to see into their worlds and help
to better understand what it is like to interpret and translated for family members, peers, and even
strangers in the community. This pairs with previous research as well as add a new outlook on
what it means to be an adolescent language broker. Their experiences give light to what it means
to be stressed about remembering words in two languages at the same time or having a deep
sense of empathy for other members of the Spanish speaking community. This research gave
voice to a previously unheard voice. These eleven adolescent language brokers showcased a part
of their lives that allowed for a deeper understanding of their lives and the systems in which they
continue to thrive in.
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title:
Researchers:
Phone number:
E-mail:
Faculty Sponsor:
Department:

Entre dos mundos: Understanding the experiences of Latinx adolescent
language brokers
Miranda K. Maher, M.A.
xxx-xxx-xxxx
mahe8018@bears.unco.edu
Robyn Hess, Ph.D.
School Psychology

Purpose and Description:
This study is designed to help understand the experiences of adolescents who have helped their
families by interpreting for them in the community. By interviewing these youth about their
experiences, I can understand what it is like to be an interpreter for one’s family and share this
information with others.
Participation in this project involves completing an interview with the researcher (Miranda
Martino), via a private videoconferencing application (Zoom). Your child will be asked to
answer these questions to the best of their ability. There are no right or wrong answers. The
completion of the interview will take approximately 30-60 minutes. As part of the study, your
child will be asked to provide some demographic information (e.g,. current age, racial identity,
and age when the child began interpreting).
Some questions asked to your child may be sensitive in nature, as they ask about their experience
of being an interpreter for your family. For example, questions that may be asked are: “What was
it like for you when you interpreted for your parents? How did you feel?” However, the risk
associated with participating in this study is no greater than discomfort experienced with
answering everyday questions in your daily life. Potential risk to participants is minimal. For
adolescents, these risks are limited to the same risks faced in everyday life and any discomfort
felt in spending the time to participate in this interview. At any time, your child can stop the
interview at any point if they become uncomfortable.
Once I receive your permission, this form will be the only documentation that has yours and your
child’s name. It will be stored in a locked cabinet. Both the consent forms and the assent forms
(signed by your child) will be destroyed within three years of the study’s completion along with
any other data collected from the project. The interviews will be audio recorded and stored
separately from the consent and assent forms. All data will be stored in a secure location with
access restrictions and will not be disclosed unless required by law.
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Participation is voluntary. You may decide to withdraw your child’s participation in this study at
any time. Your decision will be respected and will not result in a loss of benefits to which your
child is otherwise entitled. If you do choose to allow your child to participate in this interview,
the child will receive a $15 virtual Amazon gift card within five business days of the completed
interview session with the researcher. After the interview is complete, you may be contacted to
schedule an additional appointment with the researcher to have the child review the researcher’s
findings from their interview. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any
questions, please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form
will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection
or treatment as a research participant, please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall,
University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.

Participant/Guardian Signature

Date

Participant’s Signature

Date

Researcher’s Signature

Date
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FORMULARIO DE CONSENTIMIENTO PARA PARTICIPANTES HUMANOS EN
INVESTIGACIÓN
UNIVERSIDAD DEL NORTE DE COLORADO
Título del proyecto:

Entre dos mundos: Comprendiendo las experiencias de los
adolescentes latinx que traducen por sus familias.
Investigadores:
Miranda K. Martino, M.A.
Numero de telefono:
xxx-xxx-xxxx
Correo electrónico:
mahe8018@bears.unco.edu
Patrocinadora de la facultad: Robyn Hess, PhD
Departmento:
School Psychology
Propósito y descripción:
Este estudio está diseñado para ayudar a comprender las experiencias de los adolescentes que
han ayudado a sus familias interpretándoles en la comunidad. Al entrevistar a estos jóvenes sobre
sus experiencias, puedo entender lo que es ser un intérprete para la familia y compartir esta
información con otros.
La participación en este proyecto implica realizar una entrevista con la investigadora (Miranda
Martino), a través de una aplicación de videoconferencia privada (Zoom). Se le pedirá a su hijo/a
que responda la preguntas lo mejor que pueda. No hay respuestas correctas o incorrectas. La
entrevista tomará aproximadamente entre 30 y 60 minutos para completar. Como parte del
estudio, se le pedirá a su hijo/a que de cierta información demográfica (por ejemplo,. edad actual,
identidad racial y edad cuando el niño comenzó a interpretar).
Algunas preguntas que se le hagan a su hijo/a pueden ser de naturaleza delicada, ya que
preguntan sobre su experiencia como intérprete para su familia. Por ejemplo, las preguntas que
se pueden hacer son: “¿Cómo fue para ti cuando interpretaste para tus padres? ¿Cómo te
sentiste?” Sin embargo, el riesgo asociado con la participación en este estudio no es más que la
incomodidad experimentada al responder preguntas cotidianas en su vida diaria. El riesgo
potencial para los participantes es mínimo. Para los adolescentes, estos riesgos son limitados a
los mismos riesgos que enfrentan en la vida diaria y la incomodidad que pueda sentir cuando
participe en esta entrevista. En cualquier momento, su hijo puede detener la entrevista en
cualquier momento si se siente incómodo.
Una vez que reciba su permiso, este formulario será la única documentación que tendrá su
nombre y el de su hijo/a. Se guardará en un gabinete cerrado con llave. Tanto los formularios de
consentimiento como los formularios de asentimiento (firmados por su hijo) serán destruidos
dentro de los tres años de la finalización del estudio junto con cualquier otro dato colectado del
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proyecto. Las entrevistas serán grabadas en audio pero almacenadas por separado de los
formularios de consentimiento y consentimiento. Todos los datos se guardarán en un lugar
seguro con restricciones de acceso y no se divulgarán a menos que lo exija la ley.
La participación es voluntaria. Puede decidir retirar la participación de su hijo en este estudio en
cualquier momento. Su decisión será respetada y no resultará en la pérdida de los beneficios a los
que su hijo tiene derecho. Si decide permitir que su hijo/a participe en esta entrevista, su hijo/a
recibirá una tarjeta de regalo virtual de Amazon de $15 dentro de los cinco días después de
completar la entrevista con el investigador. Haber leído lo anterior y haber tenido la oportunidad
de hacer cualquier pregunta, firme a continuación si desea participar en esta investigación. Una
vez completada la entrevista, es posible que se le contacte para programar una cita adicional con
el investigador para que el niño revise los resultados del investigador de su entrevista. Se le
entregará una copia de este formulario para que la conserve para referencia futura. Si tiene
alguna inquietud sobre su selección o tratamiento como participante de la investigación,
comuníquese con la Oficina de Investigación, Kepner Hall, Universidad del Norte de Colorado,
Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.

Firma del Padre/Tutor

Fecha

Firma de los participantes

Fecha

del investigador

Fecha
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INTERVIEW GUIDE
Main Questions & Potential Follow up Question(s)
Tell me about the last time that you interpreted for your family in the community?
What other types of places or situations have you interpreted for ____ (insert name of people
they interpret for)?
At school? At a bank? What else?
What is it like for you when you interpreted for your parents?
How did you feel?
What were your thoughts?
How did you feel supported in your efforts?
a. How do you know?
What prompted you to begin interpreting?
Why were you the child who was chosen?
Do you share the responsibility with other siblings?
How has your level of interpreting change over time?
Are there times when you interpret more or less for your family?
How has interpreting for your family impacted you?
Do you believe it has impacted your family? If yes, how so?
Tell me about the last time you interpreted at school?
What do your teachers or peers think when you are speaking Spanish?
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What positive aspects of interpreting
for your family do you wish other people knew?
If you could describe your
experience using one word or phrase, in English or Spanish, what would it be?
•

Why did you choose that word?

Have you been asked and/or attempted to teach your family English? If so, what was the
first phrase you taught them?
What else should I know about you and/or your experience?
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DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE
1.

What name should I refer to you as?

2.

What pronouns would you like to be referred to by?

3.

How do you identify yourself (Latino/a, Mexican, etc.)?

4.

What is your current age?

5.

What was your age when you began interpreting for your family?

6.

Growing up, who lived in your house?
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